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INTRODUCTION 
Sitting on a little stool in the compound of MaDikeledi' in 
Paje, a village near the edge of the Kalahari desert in 
Botswana (see fig.: 1), we talk about changes in family life, 
difficulties in making a living and how to change this 
situation for the better. MaDikeledi (The Mother of Tears) 
does not know her precise age, but being a member of the 
MaLekantwa regiment, the age-regiment formed in 1944, 
she must be about 60 years old.2 She is unmarried, has two 
adult daughters and is very poor. Her compound consists of 
only one hut and is not fenced. The absence of goats and 
chickens illustrates her poverty. The father of her daughters 
went to the mines in South Africa in the late 1950s to earn 
money to raise his own herd of cattle, promising to marry 
her on his return. He never sent her any money, and he did 
not come back to the village. She was not able to find 
another husband due to the shortage of men and her 
unfavourable position as a poor mother of two young 
children. She had to depend on her parents and brothers 
and sisters, but as they all belonged to an impoverished 
household this caused much conflict. When her two 
daughters had children whose fathers did not support them 
either, this induced further quarrels. She finally asked the 
chief for a plot of land to settle with her daughters and 
granddaughters on her own compound. One of her 
daughters went to the capital Gaborone in 1970 with her 
child to look for a job and never came back. Her other 
daughter, an alcoholic roaming through the village begging 
for money and beer, does not look after her children or her 
old mother. So MaDikeledi has nobody to help her, instead 
1
 Names of villagers are pseudonyms. 
2
 The term regiment is commonly used in relation to a military organization. In 
the context of Botswana the term regiment (mophato) refers to the female and male 
age-groups, which were formed through initiation ceremonies before this century and 
now without ceremonies. 
1 
she is helping two of her three granddaughters, daughters 
of drinking Dikeledi (Tears) with her income earned by 
brewing beer and cutting grass. As we talk we can hear a 
little baby crying in her hut. It is the first child of one of 
her granddaughters, bom last night. There is no proper 
food for the new mother; the father of the child has 
disappeared without trace and MaDikeledi sees no other 
option than to request the community development officer 
for food rations. 
MaDikeledi is the head of her own household, which 
includes four generations of women. She has a straight-
forward solution for her own problems and those of her 
poor fellow villagers: the government, which has money 
enough from all the diamonds, should first provide jobs in 
the village, especially for the many young unmarried 
mothers, like her granddaughters, so they can properly 
provide for themselves and their (grand)parents. Secondly, 
nice brick houses for the poor old people should be built, 
with corrugated iron roofs, releasing them from the 
strenuous job of maintaining their huts. When asked who 
should pay for the houses, she responds immediately: 'since 
the government already has to finance local employment, all 
these donor agencies from countries like where you come 
from could construct the houses, as they are always looking 
for ways to spend their money'. 
Currently about half of the households in the rural areas of Botswana 
are headed by unmarried, widowed, divorced or deserted women like 
MaDikeledi, while the figure is about 40% in urban areas. Presently 
about 57% of all women with children are unmarried, of whom some 
are heads of households while others are still members of the parental 
household. The large number of female heads of households and of 
unmarried mothers contrasts sharply with the situation in former times, 
when headship of households was restricted to men, and unmarried 
motherhood was highly tabooed and heavily sanctioned.3 
3
 See e.g. Head, 1981; Brown. 1983; Kossoudji & Mueller. 1983; Kerven, 1984, 
Government of Botswana 1991, Molokomme 1991, Van Driel 1992. 
2 
The economic position of MaDikeledi is no exception, many 
female-headed households belong to the poorest segment of society. 
During my stay in this village similar options such as suggested by this 
illiterate unwed grandmother for improving the lives of women were 
expressed. Young and old women, married and unmarried, mothers and 
daughters expressed the need for jobs. Migrated women with jobs and 
women staying behind in the village depending on income sources like 
remittances, beer brewing and subsistence agriculture complained about 
the lack of male support. They define almost all their problems in terms 
of lack of income and explicitly associate these financial problems with 
changes in the family support network. 
Rapid changes in the social and economic organization of society form 
the core of these problems. Traditionally, the extended family provided 
economic security and emotional support through the mutual 
responsibility of its constitutive members. Men and women performed 
different tasks and all contributed to the welfare of the family. 
Subsistence agriculture - the responsibility of women - provided the bulk 
of the necessary food supplies, while men contributed with the products 
of their cattle and the hunt. 
Through marriage new households were formed, a new unit of 
production and reproduction, managed by the head of the household: the 
husband. With marriage a woman moved from the care and guardianship 
of her father and brothers into the custody of her husband and his male 
relatives. Consequently, a system of security and patronage existed, 
guaranteed and prolonged by a strict set of norms and values, translated 
into laws and customs, such as the marriage system, initiation rites, and 
the political organization, which all maintained an established social 
order. 
Marriage in Botswana was a process which covered a long time 
span and which involved economic interests of two family groups. To be 
able to many, certain conditions had to be met. First the boy and girl 
had to have passed through initiation ceremonies; secondly, the two 
families concerned had to come to a mutual agreement and thirdly, 
bogadi, brideprice in the form of cattle, had to be transferred to the 
bride's family. Finally, when the brideprice was paid, the couple would 
move to the husband's or his parents' compound. Through the marriage 
system a series of reciprocal obligations between the two families was 
created, such as assistance at work, exchange of food and gifts, and 
3 
active intervention in the event of severe arguments between the married 
couple. 
With the arrival of Christianity in the middle of the 19th century, 
followed by colonization at the end of the century, new norms and 
values, and new customs and laws started to transform the existing 
social and economic orders. For example the sexual division of labour, 
income sources, marriage stability and the social security system 
changed. In addition, the fragile environment with its recurrent droughts 
undermined women's subsistence agriculture. Consequently, the 
economic and social fabric of society with its traditional family support 
system based on the agro-pastoral society started to change. 
This change included relations between women and men, changes 
in gender relations. I use the term 'gender' rather than 'sex' to 
differentiate between the cultural categories of femininity and 
masculinity and the biological categories of female and male. Sex refers 
to the biological categories of female and male, based on anatomical 
characteristics, whereas gender refers to the significance attached to the 
two sexes within a society. As such, gender is a construct and the 
product of cultural definitions of the roles of women and men in society. 
In this study I use the concept 'gender' as an analytical category, within 
which humans think about and organize their social activities, which are 
not necessarily a natural consequence of sex differences.4 
The meanings of masculinity and femininity differ from culture to 
culture, and organize gendered social life through three related 
processes. Harding distinguishes these three processes as follows. First 
she distinguishes gender symbolism: the assignment of dualistic gender 
roles to women and men that rarely have anything to do with sex 
differences (1986:17-18). I refer to this process of gender stereotyping at 
the symbolic level as ideology. With ideologies I mean the set of ideas 
that are produced and reproduced by education, religion and 
socialization processes in order to make sense of a society. Secondly she 
4
 Recently, the making of an absolute distinction between sex and gender has 
been brought into question, and it is argued that: "gender does not follow 
immediately from sex but society in some sense 'makes' gender out of sex" (Birke 
1992:62; see also Harding 1986). In Knowing Women: Feminism and Knowledge 
several authors argue that biology inhibits cultural elements and gender inhibits 
biological elements (Crowley & Himmelweit 1992). I am aware of this discussion on 
the concepts of sex and gender, but as I am particularly interested in the social 
construction of relations between men and women, I concentrate on the cultural 
elements of gender in this study. 
4 
distinguishes the process of gender structure: the process of organizing 
social activities based on the ideas on dualistic gender roles (Ibid. 
1986:17-18). These dualistic gender roles can be analyzed at the material 
level of the organization of production and reproduction, as I will do in 
this study. Sexual division of labour, and laws and customs are 
indicative for gender structure. Thirdly she distinguishes individual 
gender, the socially constructed individual identity based on the 
combination of how gender relations in a specific context operates, and 
the perceptions as to how these relations should operate (Ibid. 1986:17). 
These three aspects of gender and the meaning of masculinity and 
femininity within any culture relate to each other. The ideological 
definition of women's roles includes all aspects of productive and 
reproductive life such as motherhood, sexual division of labour, 
economic activities, political influence and religion. Hence, gender 
operates in all areas of socio-economic and religious activities, and 
produces role models for women and men in a given society. Changes in 
the economic and social organization of a society, however, have an 
impact on women's and men's roles: gender roles are not static, but 
change over time under the influences of internal and external forces. 
Therefore, to understand the changing position of women in a specific 
society, the three above mentioned different aspects of gender have to be 
analyzed: at the ideological level, at the socio-economic structural level 
and at the individual level. 
Actual gender roles can be in conflict with ideas and concepts 
about women's and men's roles. Gender ideology does not necessarily 
change to the same extent as actual gender roles. Cultural identities and 
practical situations may differ. On the one hand, in Botswana, women 
are still ideologically locked into a dependent position, while on the 
other hand the large numbers of female-headed households and 
unmarried mothers suggest a more independent position of women. 
Central research questions 
This study deals with the question of why Botswana has so many 
unmarried mothers and female heads of households. The changes in 
gender roles and in household composition in rural Botswana in general, 
and the emergence of new types of households headed by women, in 
particular, are central. By studying gender ideology, concrete gender 
roles and socio-economic change in their historical socio-cultural 
5 
context, I consider explanations for the emergence of unmarried 
motherhood and female-headed households on such a large scale. 
As referred to above, independent households headed by women 
were unthinkable a century ago. Now almost 50% of rural households 
are of this type. Where does this phenomenon originate from? To 
answer this question, changes in the significance of marriage for the 
social organisation of society, changes in women's access to property 
and resources like land, cattle and labour have to be analyzed. Insight is 
needed into how past and present sexual divisions of labour operate(d), 
and how women's productive and reproductive tasks were and are 
valued and organized. We need insight into the character of the changes 
in the socio-economic and cultural position of women for assessing the 
impact of these changes on gender relations. Are the changes in gender 
relations detrimental or beneficial for some groups of women, and to 
what extent are individual women able to develop independent lives? 
Access to and use of development programmes which include 
affirmative action, therefore, needs to be included to assess whether 
women are supported in developing independent lives. This study is 
organized around these questions, taking into account differences and 
similarities between women. These similarities and differences need to 
be assessed to make any form of action possible, like special policies for 
certain groups of poor women and changes in the law to adapt the 
judicial machinery to this new situation. 
The focus on household types, distinguished according to the sex 
and marital status of the head of the household, dominated much of the 
discussion on women and development in Botswana during the 1980s. 
This discussion revolved around the categorization of different 
household types and increasingly elaborate typologies of female-headed 
households (Kerven 1979; Izzard 1982; Bond 1983; Kossoudji & 
Mueller 1979, 1983). The question as to whether households headed by 
unmarried mothers represent a new structural type of mainly poor 
independent households due to socio-economic changes caused foremost 
by male migration, or a stage in a household development cycle, was 
unsatisfactorily answered in this discussion (Peters 1983; Kerven 1984). 
However, the answer to this question is crucial for the position 
and the legal status of single women. Peters, for example, argues that in 
the long marriage process, a household headed by an unmarried woman 
who lives at her natal compound with her children before she moves to 
her husband's compound, might be too easily seen as a female-headed 
household. In this situation the female-headed household is an 
6 
expression of a particular temporary stage in the marriage process and 
not a structural occurrence. She argues that female-headed households 
are embedded in a wider kinship network. According to Peters, the 
alleged poverty of these households might be less evident when 
including inter-household relations (1983). In other words, she suggests 
that the family network offers support which makes it difficult to assess 
poverty levels at the household level. Special policies and development 
programmes directed to poor female-headed households might overlook 
these inter-household relations. However, critics (e.g. Izzard 1982; 
Kossoudji & Mueller 1983; Kerven 1984) say that households headed by 
unmarried mothers can also be independent households where women 
are head of the household in their own right, much like households 
headed by widowed, divorced or deserted women. 
This discussion between policy-makers who considered poor 
female-headed households as a social problem (e.g. Izzard 1982; Kerven 
1984), and scholars (e.g. Peters 1983; Gulbrandsen 1984) on the 
categorization of household types and to a lesser extent on the position 
of female-headed households in the household development cycle, is 
reviewed in the first part of this study. There the different positions of 
the authors involved in this discussion are assessed. I examine to what 
extent differences among these types of households, whether headed by 
single, widowed, divorced or separated women compared with 
households centred around a married couple, are meaningful both 
theoretically and for policy-making. The same applies for the analysis of 
what these different types of households may have in common. 
As a result of the Botswana discussion three questions need to be 
answered in this study to assess if and why Botswana currently has 
many female heads of household and unmarried mothers. Firstly, there is 
the question as to whether the occurrence of female-headed households 
is structural, or whether it is a stage in the 'household development 
cycle'. Secondly the question of which female-headed households are 
poorer than other types of households, with emphasis on the position of 
single women, must be answered. And, thirdly, inter-household relations 
and the issue of whether the traditional social security system of the 
extended family still functions needs to be examined. 
In order to examine why new types of households have emerged 
over time and how this is related to poverty, three additional questions 
need to be addressed. First the question must be raised as to which 
factors have changed the organization of the community. These factors 
have to be analyzed to assess to what extent they have contributed to the 
7 
changing roles, tasks and responsibilities of women and men. Hereby it 
is necessary to look into the way in which the social organization of kin, 
sexuality and labour have been constructed and reconstructed over time. 
Secondly, what is the impact of these changes in the traditional 
social organisation of gender relations at a community level? Was it 
only the marital system that changed, or did women's income sources 
alter too? To give an answer to this question, the evolution of unmarried 
motherhood and female-headed households have to be examined in the 
context of the historical changes induced first by Christianization and 
later by colonization. These changes and their impact are covered in the 
second part of the study. 
Thirdly, the consequences of these changes in gender relations for 
individual women have to be assessed. For example, are unmarried 
mothers who are the head of a household poorer than divorced and 
widowed female heads of household? Inter-household relations and the 
issue as to whether the traditional social security system of the extended 
family still functions need to be scrutinized. The extent to which women 
still receive support from family members, whether married or unwed 
has to be assessed as well as their other income sources in the rural 
areas. It must also be asked whether women increasingly refrain from 
marriage. And if so, is this a strategy to escape unreliable relations with 
men? Does it bring women more freedom, economically as well as 
politically, when they have to care for their offspring without male 
support? All these issues are addressed in the third part of this study. 
The above issues related to changes in the socio-economic 
organization of the community, the impact of these changes on the 
community and on the individual level have to be included to be able to 
answer the crucial question of whether female-headed households 
represent a structural occurrence or a modified stage in the 'household 
development cycle'. If it is a structural phenomenon, it must be 
considered whether the concept 'household head' needs to be revised. 
Hence it is important to assess the implications of a woman's headship 
in a situation where headship of household reflects specific gender 
ideologies and refers to power relations, power ideologically vested in 
men. 
Theoretical background 
This inquiry into changing household compositions and its impact on the 
position of women is in line with other, recent studies in the field of 
'gender and development' (see e.g. Risseeuw 1988; Chant 1991). In the 
literature in the field of 'women and development' the search for what 
women (worldwide) have in common initially received attention in order 
to construct a general theory on women, to develop strategies and action 
plans to tackle discrimination of women (see e.g. Boserup 1970; Rogers 
1980; Mies 1986). Recently, the study of differences between women 
according to class, race, religion, culture and historic position in relation 
to men has dominated research (see e.g. Jansen 1987; Den Uyl 1992). In 
these latter studies, differences in marital status, marriage practices, 
household composition and the organization of sexuality, along with 
economic conditions, are assessed. 
In this study I focus on the interrelation of the effects of 
ideological and material change for the organization of kinship, labour 
and sexuality and, thus, for the position of women. I include the 
intervening role of local rulers, missionaries, colonizers, and men and 
women themselves in these processes of change. Moreover, I emphasize 
different social settings and positions of women. Both married and 
unmarried women are included, and women who have migrated to towns 
and those who stay behind in the village. The critical analysis of female-
headed households as an expression of a historical process of change in 
Southern Africa receives special attention in this study, and not the 
verification and specification of a general theory on women. 
When I formulated the first proposal for this study in 1987, the 
review of a general theory on women, was, however, also my starting 
point. During the 1970s and 1980s, researchers searched for general 
theories to assess and understand the global disadvantaged position of 
women by means of highlighting the complex working of gender 
relations (see e.g. Boserup 1970; Rubin 1975; Rogers 1980; Davis 1983; 
Mies 1986). 
In a study on the impact of development programmes and policies 
on women in Third World countries Rogers speaks of a process of 
domestication that can be seen on a world scale: 
It is no accident that women are largely confined to 
housework, when its social prestige, as well as pay and job 
satisfaction, are at the bottom of the work hierarchy. This is 
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the result of a process which has been traced back to the 
11th century in Europe, and more importantly perhaps to 
the industrial revolution, whereby women lost their 
economic autonomy as producers in their own right - as 
farmers, craft workers and traders - and became increasingly 
dependent on the wages of men. At the same time, they 
became more confined to domestic or 'housework'. And the 
modern cash economy became increasingly divorced from 
the domestic or subsistence economy. (Rogers 1980:22) 
She states that first colonial administrations and later development 
agencies have supported a process whereby women lose economic 
independence and autonomy. They impose this first world role model of 
women confined to the home on women in developing countries. As a 
result, women are not treated as equal partners in development because 
of the persistent opinion that a woman's place is in the home; thus, the 
western idea and concept of the housewife and the male breadwinner is 
exported. Through the introduction of 'modem' farming systems, 
industries, and services, women are deprived of opportunities to earn an 
income and to support the family in kind and cash. 
Roger's central critique on western development practices is that 
the export of this view on women results in development programmes 
and projects which are detrimental to women and the society as a whole. 
These programmes do not correspond with the important economic role 
women perform in developing countries. Confronted with this line of 
reasoning, I wondered whether this was an approach which could help to 
explain the high number of unmarried mothers and female-headed 
households in Botswana. 
Rogers' analysis is based on a western historical and economic 
construct of the household and on the issue of discrimination of women. 
No fundamental assessment of modernization theories and policies as 
such is included. Her basic assumption is that Western-style 
modernization is the leading principle of development which should be 
modified to exclude discrimination of women and to include the 
divergent economic roles of women in the process of change. Since her 
research focuses on the position taken by Western development 
agencies, the diverse position of women in so-called developing and 
developed countries is not specified. This leads to a straightforward but 
rather limited view on the impact of development processes on women 
in general. The women themselves, their strategies and their specific 
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position and ambitions are largely absent. I consider this to be a 
disadvantage of her approach. 
In later studies Von Werlhof (1984), Bennholdt-Thomsen (1985) 
and Mies (1986) introduce the concept of housewifization. This concept 
presents the issue of domestication on a more articulated ideological, 
historical, political and socio-economic level. It indicates a process of 
marginalization of countries (former colonies), specific groups of people 
(the poor, both women and men), and women in general. This is a 
process whereby the penetration of capitalism leads to subsumption of 
non or pre-capitalist forms of production. 
In fact, housewifization is a confusing concept. It goes beyond 
Rogers' stricter concept of domestication. In contrast to domestication, 
housewifization is not just the process of change in the sexual division 
of labour between the male breadwinner and the housewife as part of 
the process of capitalist penetration, but it is a worldwide process of 
flexibilization of labour of both women and men. Flexibilization means 
more or less doing away with 'free' wage labour. The absence of job 
security and rise in qualifications, and low wages are the characteristics 
of a flexible labour force, like in world market factories in the Free 
Trade Zones in Third World countries (von Werlhof 1982:2-3). With 
housewifization a process is meant whereby persons, mainly women, are 
confined to subsistence production as housewives and producers of basic 
needs while a select group of people, mainly men, is involved in 
commodity production, in production for the market. In addition, 
countries are restricted to the periphery of the world market as sources 
of cheap labour and natural resources and as producers of raw materials 
(Von Werlhof 1984; Bennholdt-Thomsen 1985; Mies 1986). 
I regarded this approach as more appropriate for examining the 
emergence and the marginal position of unmarried mothers and female-
headed households in Botswana, because it criticizes the overall impact 
of colonization and imposed Western-style modernization. The three 
authors argue that the housewifization process, first occurring in the 
First World by the domestication of women in the 18th and 19th 
century, went along with the colonization of other parts of the world and 
resulted in a division of the economy into 'visible' and 'invisible' 
segments. Market dependence and dependence on money earning forces 
countries and people into all available forms of labour in order to 
survive. The housewife (the internal colony of capitalism) and the 
colonies (the external part of capitalism) were excluded from the 'real' 
economy (Mies 1986:17). 
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According to Von Werlhof, Bennholdt-Thomsen and Mies, the 
integration of hitherto so called non or pre-capitalist forms of production 
in capitalist development took place in specific ways. They argue that 
the process of the internationalization of capital, with which they mean a 
growing dependence on market forces, together with the transformation 
of colonies into developing countries, the technological revolution and 
the world wide economic crisis resulted in the perceived need for a new 
international division of labour. Free-trade zones, the green revolution, 
credit programmes for small farmers, and income generating 
programmes for women, all these activities represent this new 
international division of labour. 
In most developing countries this process resulted in a sharp 
division of the economy into a small formal sector and a large informal 
sector. The labour in the informal sector resembles a 'femalised' form of 
labour; it is part-time work, illegal work, output work, subsistence work 
and housework, and women represent the majority in this marginalized 
sector of society (Von Werlhof 1982:12). Facing this analysis of historic 
socio-economic changes, I wondered if this also had happened in 
Botswana, where subsistence agriculture, which was the main female 
domain, has become marginal in the domestic economy. 
With reference to the above lines of reasoning, some authors 
speak of the marginalization of women and the 'feminization of poverty' 
on a world scale (Hay & Stichter 1984; Nelson 1981; Sen & Crown 
1985; Ally et al. 1986). This feminization of poverty reflects the 
changing socio-economic relations within and between households. 
According to these authors, the growing number of female-headed 
households, which belong to the poorest segments of society, the large 
number of women involved in informal sector work and the presence of 
mostly women in the lowest echelons of the formal sector are 
indications for this feminization of poverty. 
In spite of the marginal position of many Botswana women, 
though, one may ask whether all women are victims to the same extent 
of these processes of housewifization and feminization of poverty, 
irrespective of age, class and marital status. Are all women, married, 
divorced, widowed or unmarried in the same position? Do female heads 
of household live under similar conditions to women belonging to a 
household headed by a man? 
In my opinion, the line of argument followed by Von Werlhof, 
Bennholdt-Thomsen and Mies, and also Rogers, presents a rather 
economistic and ethnocentric view of development processes. Women, 
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as a universal category, are portrayed as the universal victims of men. 
Contrary to Rogers, the three other authors reproach the Western 
modernization ideals and also consider women universal victims of 
imperialism by scrutinizing the twin effects of both patriarchy and 
capitalism.5 Their analysis includes a radical view of Western 
development ideals and the impact of patriarchy on a world scale and is 
therefore basically restricted to the macro and meso levels. But what is 
the position of women at the micro level and how are the different 
levels interrelated? 
An analysis of the dissimilar positions, views and strategies of 
women themselves in different contexts at the micro level is lacking, 
both historically and geographically; instead, women are considered to 
be victims of processes beyond their control. Women seem to be an 
undivided category, passive objects of change. Are women not actors, 
active participants in the process of change as well? How do they view 
these changes, and what options do they have to cope with and influence 
new circumstances? Moreover, they consider households too much as an 
economically constructed unit and as such they underestimate their 
social, ideological and cultural meanings. To what extent do household 
and kinship networks provide women support and care? These questions 
are hard to answer when following their line of thought. 
Nevertheless, despite these objections, at first sight their analysis 
is attractive, since it offers a theoretical framework for analyzing 
interacting changes both in gender relations and in economic relations. 
The concept of the household is central in these theories and I initially 
decided to examine the standpoints taken both by Rogers, and by Von 
Werlhof, Bennholdt-Thomsen and Mies for the Botswana context, to 
assess whether it might offer an explanation for the high number of 
unmarried mothers and mainly poor female heads of household. 
When trying to operationalize the central research questions, both the 
concept of domestication and housewifization proved to be too much 
5
 Mies uses the concept 'patriarchy' in connection with capitalism; she speaks of 
capitalist-patriarchy as she considers capitalism the latest development of the 
patriarchal system. With the latter she adheres to patriarchy as a 'struggle concept', 
a term by which the totality of oppressive and exploitative relations which affect 
women and its systemic character are described. By doing so she elaborates on the 
traditional meaning of patriarchy, which literally means the rule of fathers, and 
includes the rule of husbands, male bosses and ruling men in most societal 
institutions, in politics and economics (Mies 1986:37-38). 
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linked with macro-economic 'external' changes, like national economic 
policies and relations with the world market, and too little with 'internal' 
determinants of change, such as the social organization of kinship, 
sexuality, production and reproduction, and the impact of gender 
ideologies at the micro-level. 
Therefore the original focus of my research, on the impact of 
development processes and policies on women in order to identify a 
process of domestication and housewifization, was abandoned. A study 
of the socio-economic position of women in Botswana, and the 
phenomena of both the large number of unmarried mothers and female 
heads of household, needed a different approach. I had initially planned 
to do this by comparing the composition of households and the position 
of women with and without access to development programmes in a 
selection of villages throughout the country. 
During a preliminary research period of six months in 1989, it 
became apparent that research on the impact of development 
programmes and on comparing the access of women in different villages 
to these programmes was not relevant in the Botswana context. All 
villages are covered by the most important development programmes. 
Differentiation between women, between female heads of households 
and married women, between women with access to income from wage 
labour or without this access, between migrated women and women who 
stayed in the village, appeared to be much more important. 
Consequently, I decided to make an in-depth study of the socio-
economic position of women in one village, including women who 
stayed behind in the village and women who migrated to towns and 
industrial areas, their survival strategies and problems. 
Confronted with the high number of female heads of household 
and unmarried mothers not supported by the fathers of their children, 
both in the field and in the literature, and confronted with the difficulties 
these women face by making a living in rural areas, these women have 
become central in my research. Furthermore, the status of subsistence 
agriculture, the main domain of women's economic activities puzzled 
me. Most women still consider crop cultivation as their primary 
economic activity, even though there have been little or no yields in the 
past decade due to recurrent droughts. This hampers women's central 
role as food providers. Therefore I decided to focus my study further on 
women's economic role, their access to resources and the significance of 
subsistence agriculture for women in particular, both ideologically and in 
practice. 
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This study is not typically anthropological or sociological; it is an 
interdisciplinary study in the field of 'Women and Development' to 
investigate and assess trends in development processes for women. I 
have used a broad set of research methodologies to assess these trends, 
such as in-depth interviews with government officials, at national, 
district and local level, with development workers, key informants in the 
village and migrated women, a survey in a cross-section of households 
in the village, participant observation, and analysis of historical 
documents. A review of historical material to trace changes in gender 
relations over time and my fieldwork data constitute the core of the 
material used in this study. These methods were used to examine why, 
when and how women's socio-economic position has changed to the 
extent that the phenomenon of unmarried motherhood and female-
headed household is now so widespread in Botswana. 
As mentioned above, I spent six months in Botswana in 1989 for 
preliminary research. The first three months of this period I spent in the 
capital Gaborone and a further three months in Central District. I 
collected the material used for this study during this period in 1989, a 
further six months in 1990, and a final period of five weeks in 1992. 
During preliminary research in 1989, when I collected most of the 
background material, I decided to concentrate my research in Central 
District. I selected Paje village from a group of nine villages in this 
district to assess the impact of development policies on the position of 
women. I visited most of the other eight villages to select three of them 
for my second period of fieldwork in 1990. For the criteria I applied to 
select the district, sub-district and villages see Appendix I. 
Through a limited survey of 40 households in Paje in 1989 I 
collected data on household composition, income sources, access to land 
and access to labour, sexual division of labour, and use of development 
programmes. This survey was conducted with the assistance of an 
interpreter, a resident of the village. In Botswana the official languages 
are Setswana and English. Most written material is in English and many 
people, especially those with secondary education, speak English. In the 
rural areas of Central District Setswana is commonly spoken. The results 
of the survey and the many discussions with women, men and extension 
workers in the village indicated the limitations of the focus of the 
research on the impact of development programmes for assessing 
changes in gender relations and the socio-economic position of women. 
Instead, the number of female-headed households and of unmarried 
mothers and the difficulties they faced in making a living was striking. 
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The emphasis on changes in family support networks and economic 
hardship among female-headed households in particular fascinated me. 
When analyzing the collected data, and studying the Botswana 
discussion on households in preparation for the second period of the 
fieldwork, I decided to focus my research on the question as to why 
there are so many female-headed households and unmarried mothers in 
Botswana. 
I decided to concentrate my fieldwork in the same village where I 
conducted the preliminary research, as I was familiar with the village 
and its inhabitants. In 1990 I lived for the six month period of fieldwork 
in Paje village, to study in more depth the composition of households, 
marital status of the household head, sexual division of labour and 
workload of women, the access of women to land, livestock and other 
sources of income, and the working of family support networks. For this 
purpose I selected a sample of fifty households, of whom I interviewed 
the senior woman with the assistance of an interpreter. For more detailed 
information on the composition of the sample and the identification of 
households see chapter 5. 
Apart from this survey, I interviewed most village officials, both 
women and men, such as the chief, heads of wards, church leaders and 
extension workers, to gather information on the history, political and 
social organization of the village, the status of religion and daily life in 
the village. I also asked them their opinions on the changes in household 
composition, family support networks and the marriage system. 
Moreover, during these interviews I made an inventory of women 
migrated from the village. I needed this inventory as to assess why 
women migrate, whether they are married or not, and what their 
relations are with the family members in the village. More details on the 
compilation of the inventory and the number of women actually traced 
and interviewed are discussed in chapter 6. In 1992 I had the 
opportunity to visit the village for a third time as to update the 
information gathered during the previous fieldwork periods. 
As a result of the first period of fieldwork I changed the initial focus 
and scope of my research from the macro and meso levels to the micro 
level of households and their individual members, especially women. 
Upon reviewing more recent literature in the field of gender studies, this 
change of emphasis to the household level and the position of individual 
women appeared to be in line with new theoretical insights. At the end 
of the 1980s the search for general theories on women floundered, due 
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to fierce criticism on the premises of such theories (see e.g. Harding 
1986; Fraser and Nicholson 1990). The main criticism is that these 
theories are rooted in western scientific tradition and produced 
explanations for women's oppression based on western concepts. 
By the same token, these theories, whether liberal, radical, marxist 
or socialist all have one characteristic in common: women are mostly 
seen as objects, instead of acting subjects influencing their own position. 
As objects, women are considered as a homogeneous category of victims 
of either capitalism or patriarchy, or both. The critics argue that up to 
then, the feminist debate had focused too much on the question as to 
which was the most important determinant of human social organisation: 
class or sex (Amos & Parmar 1984; Lazreg 1988; Mohanty 1991). 
Out of the criticism on the emerging 'grand' theories, with 
emphasis on the problematic ethnocentric character of these theories, a 
more modest programme developed, aiming at assessing the vast 
differences among women according to gender, class, race, culture, 
religion and geographic location. Not only women's commonalities, but 
also differences between women and the meaning of women as subjects 
of history in a particular setting became principal themes (see e.g. 
Jansen 1987; Risseeuw 1988; Nicholson 1990; Den Uyl 1992). 
Here I found support for my conviction that the position of 
individual women who are living under similar circumstances can also 
differ. Apart from differences at the group and individual level, gender 
ideology may differ too, and influence the position of women in a 
certain context (Harding 1986). Moreover, larger processes of change 
like colonization and incorporation into the world market are also not 
identical, they differ according to time and place. Thus, women should 
not be seen as a homogeneous category undergoing identical processes 
of change to the same extent and with a similar outcome. 
Women are not just victims of historic processes, they are also 
actors; subject mediators at the micro level. As a group, women are not 
only victims of male dominance, women contribute to its reproduction 
too. Through upbringing and education, social norms and values are 
transmitted to the next generation by women in their roles as mothers, 
housewives and economically active members of a society. Women also 
have their own strategies to deal with oppressive and changing situations 
and to optimize their limited influence and power. As subjects of history 
women might have certain power, i.e. the capacity of self-determination, 
to cope with changing circumstances despite their poverty. Hence, the 
question needs to be answered as to what extent women influence their 
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circumstances. Thus, changes in gender relations indicate not just 
passive undergoing of new situations, but also active personal or group 
interventions in processes of change. For my study it is important to 
understand how women view these changes and how they react to them. 
Going over this criticism on 'grand theories', I felt strengthened in 
my decision to focus on the puzzling question of why Botswana has so 
many unmarried mothers and female heads of households. What is so 
specific about Botswana's circumstances that in the course of a century 
the social organization of the society has undergone such fundamental 
changes? 
In summary, when looking at the high percentage of households 
headed by women in Botswana we may assume that gender relations 
have changed. But how could women as prominent dependent household 
members have become female heads of households in such large 
numbers? And were women as dependent as suggested? Moreover, how 
can a woman become a head of household in a society where the 
concept of female-headed household is a contradiction in terms; a 
household head is by definition a man, the ultimate decision maker of 
the household, family group, ward, village and tribe.6 In other words, 
changing degrees of support, care and responsibility occur within 
marriage, household and kinship networks and need to be researched at 
that level in combination with economic and ideological changes. 
General outline of the study 
The study, firstly, includes a theoretical perspective. Which assumptions 
and definitions are attached to the concepts of 'household', 'female-
headed household' and 'family'? How does the Botswana discussion 
relate to these concepts? These questions are addressed in the first part 
of the study. 
Secondly, the historical dimension is dealt with, in which the 
economic, social, legal, ecological and ideological aspects of the study 
are included, both at the level of the community and at the level of 
households. What did gender relations and kinship organizations look 
like in the past? What positions did women and men have in economic, 
6
 Today the words 'tribal' and 'tribe' have a negative or inaccurate connotation. 
I only use the words where they appear historically. In Botswana these terms are 
commonly used in a non-depreciating sense. 
18 
political and social spheres, and which factors changed these positions? 
Which ideological changes were advocated by missionaries, and to what 
extent did women's legal position change? To what extent did ecological 
circumstances diminish the significance of subsistence agriculture? 
Thirdly, the empirical level is dealt with, which again includes 
economic, social, legal, ecological and ideological aspects. Women's 
present living conditions are presented both at the village level and at 
the level of the household. 
The study is organized as follows. In chapter 1 the theoretical 
perspective of the study is partly covered. I discuss the terms 
'household', 'female-headed household' and 'family'. Firstly I present 
figures on the number of unmarried mothers and female heads of 
household. How fast did these figures grow and which context favoured 
this increase? Secondly I review the debate on female-headed 
households and the categorization of these types of households in 
Botswana. What led to this categorization, and what exactly was the 
discussion that evolved? Thirdly, I deal with a more general theoretical 
discussion on the concept 'household' in sub-Sahara Africa. Fourthly, I 
discuss the concept 'household' in the context of Botswana. Here I 
present the preliminary definitions of household and household head as 
used in this study. Finally, I present the two most important 
development policies in Botswana which, as a result of the Botswana 
discussion on female-headed households, include a policy of affirmative 
action for women. 
To be able to trace the emergence of both unmarried motherhood 
and female-headed households, in chapter 2 and 3 the historical 
dimension of this study is covered. I discuss the social and economic 
organization of the society in pre-Christianized and pre-capitalist 
Botswana in chapter 2. Here I examine gender ideology, the economic 
base of society, sexual division of labour, stages in the marriage process, 
and conventions related to the socialization of both women and men into 
adulthood. But how can we comprehend changes in gender relations and 
household compositions from this period onwards? For this purpose I 
present an economic model developed for Southern Africa, to analyze 
processes of socio-economic change of pre-capitalist agro-pastoral 
societies. This economic analysis is tested here for its appropriateness to 
analyze gender relations in the pre-colonial period. 
I continue the historical analysis of the organization of the society 
and its concomitant gender relations during the process of 
Christianization and colonization in chapter 3. The economic model 
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presented in the previous chapter is tested for its analytical value to 
explain changes in gender relations for this period. Which changes in the 
political, economic, social and cultural organization of the society took 
place? What was the impact of Christian influences? Here the 
emergence of unmarried motherhood on a large scale and its causes are 
highlighted. 
The next three chapters entail the empirical part of this study. 
Information on the research location is presented in chapter 4. How do 
rural women live, what are their main activities and what are their roles 
in the household? First I give some insight in the life of current rural 
women through a description of an ordinary day in Paje, the village in 
Central District on the edge of the Kalahari desert where I conducted the 
major part of this study. Here I include information on educational and 
health services, and on income sources and women's and men's 
activities. Secondly I deal with the history and growth of the village, its 
administrative machinery and the population structure. In addition, the 
influence of witchcraft, traditional healing and religion is addressed. I 
conclude this chapter with a brief section on expectations of Paje 
inhabitants for the future. 
The consequences of the political, ideological and socio-economic 
changes on the position of women are assessed in the next two chapters. 
Results of my fieldwork among women who stay behind in the village 
and migrated women are presented. I discuss the household 
characteristics and income sources of the women I studied in the village 
in chapter 5. First I address the difficulties of identifying households and 
the heads of household. Secondly, personal characteristics of the women 
are presented, such as marital status, age, composition of the household 
and educational level. Special attention is given to the sexual division of 
labour both in crop cultivation and the household. Thirdly, I analyze 
whether female-headed households, unmarried motherhood and poverty 
are interrelated. For this purpose the sources of income of the researched 
households, and the income sources of the interviewed women in 
particular are presented, including access to and the impact of 
development programmes. Finally, a socio-economic stratification of 
women by differentiating households according to the marital status and 
the sex of the household head is introduced, to assess differences 
between the diverse types of households in Paje village. 
In chapter 6 the options for a future generation of women is 
discussed. Ideally, marriage is still a woman's destiny. But, in practise, 
do women still opt for marriage? Here I present the findings of my 
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study among migrated women. First I present the opportunities for 
migrated women to find jobs, and their personal characteristics such as 
marital status, educational level and relations with family members back 
home. Secondly, I examine to what extent unwed mothers, both 
migrated and not migrated, can rely on traditional family support 
systems. Thirdly I discuss what the prospects for women in the village 
are against the opportunities offered by urban migration. 
The outcomes of the examination of the emergence and spread of 
unmarried motherhood and female-headed households in Botswana are 
reviewed in chapter 7. The implications of the results of this study for 
theoretical considerations are discussed, especially the interaction 
between so-called structural processes of change and women's positions 
at the micro level. The central questions of the research and the question 
as to whether these types of households, such as of MaDikeledi and her 
granddaughters, are a temporary or a structural phenomenon is 
discussed. 
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CHAPTER 1 
FEMALE-HEADED HOUSEHOLDS A MYTH? 
1.1 Introduction 
The discussion about different household types in the Botswana situation 
raises several interesting questions which are relevant for a better 
understanding of the emergence of female-headed households. In this 
chapter I elaborate on this subject in order to explain the central 
question of this study: why the phenomena of female-headed households 
and unmarried motherhood are so widespread in Botswana. 
The discussion about female-headed households includes the 
question as to whether these households represent a category of 
independent households, which are predominantly poor, or a diffuse 
collection of household types which are embedded in a family network. 
Hereby it is assumed that the family network offers support which 
makes it difficult to assess poverty levels. 
The discussion about household types and female-headed 
households in particular dominates much of the literature on women in 
Botswana of the last decade and has taken place mainly between policy 
makers and scholars. Economic differentiations among dissimilar types 
of households lay at the heart of these studies, which distinguish 
households according to the sex and marital status of the household 
head. The policy makers were looking for means to incorporate and pay 
special attention to poor female-headed households in development 
policies as their position was seen as a social problem which needed 
specific attention. The scholars studied the emergence of new household 
types in relation to large scale male migration. They focused on the 
consequences of migration for the socio-economic, legal and political 
position of women. 
The emphasis on poor female-headed households in research and 
its consequences for development policies is also a product of historical 
processes: the international concern for women and gender relations. As 
a result of the International Decade for Women, 1975-1985, as declared 
by the United Nations, and the three world conferences on Women, 
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Development and Peace in Mexico (1975), Copenhagen (1980) and 
Nairobi (1985), gender issues have received significant attention from 
scholars, policy-makers and activists. 
A conventional Tswana household is headed by a man.' Perhaps 
this is why the phenomenon of female-headed households is 
controversial. Or is it the alleged poverty of many women, which led to 
the discovery of this widespread phenomenon? Is there an explanation 
here for the specific emphasis on women in development work and 
studies in Botswana? 
To understand the emergence of interest in this household type in 
the Tswana context, I first present statistics of female-headed households 
and unmarried mothers, to indicate the extent of both phenomena. 
Secondly, the origin and the direction of the discussion of different 
household types for the situation in Botswana is dealt with in this 
chapter: Are female-headed households an expression of a stage in the 
marital process? Are they embedded in a family network? Or do these 
household types represent a structural phenomenon, and is there a link 
with the large scale occurrence of unmarried motherhood? Thirdly, I 
focus on the complex theoretical concepts of 'household', 'head of 
household' and 'family' in African studies: What is commonly 
understood by these terms? Are these concepts appropriate to understand 
African reality? Fourthly, I describe the terms used in my study of the 
Botswana situation, which can help to perceive the specific Tswana 
context. Finally, I briefly indicate the impact of the debate on female-
headed households on development policies in Botswana and the kind of 
affirmative action which has evolved from the centrality of female-
headed households in studies of women in Botswana. 
1
 Botswana (Tswana-land) is the name of the country. A citizen of Botswana is 
called a Motswana. The plural is Batswana. The language of the Batswana is called 
Setswana. All four words have the stem -tswana, indicating that they have the same 
ethnic origin. The country is inhabited by eight Tswana groups, of whom the 
Bamangwato is the largest. The other seven groups are the Kwena, Ngwaketse, 
Tawana, Tlokwa, Kgaüa, Rolong and Malete. The groups live mainly in the east and 
south-east. In the centre live the San and Khoi (also sometimes called the Bushmen 
and the Hottentots), the original inhabitants of this region; the Batswana call them 
Basarwa (= servants). Another major minority group, with its own language, is the 
Bakalanga in the north-east. Some small groups of other ethnic origin oriented on 
Zambia and Namibia live in the north and north-west of the country. And finally a 
small group of Whites and Asians (less than 2%) live in the country. 
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1.2 Some figures on female-headed households and unmarried 
motherhood 
The studies reviewed below in the section on the Botswana discussion 
and more recent research provide an accumulation of statistics on 
female-headed households. These studies demonstrate a steady increase 
of both the number of female-headed households and unmarried mothers 
and reveal widespread poverty among particular groups of female heads 
of household. 
Kossoudji and Mueller (1983:832) provide data on the frequency 
of female-headed households. In 1971 10% of the population was absent 
from the household. Of these, 80% were men and 20% women, with the 
result that 40% of rural households were temporarily or permanently 
without a male head. Proportionally more men aged between 20 and 40 
were absent for prolonged periods of time. 
Considering the demographic situation of women aged 15 and 
older in 1971, 37% were single, 44% of the women were married, and 
19% were widowed, divorced or separated. Teenage marriages and 
teenage childbearing were infrequent and 56% of the women in the 20-
24 year old age group and 29% in the 25-39 year age group were still 
single. However, a large majority of the single women between 20 and 
39 had children. Sometimes these women had formed and headed their 
own households. Kossoudji and Mueller state: 
The decline above age 40 in the proportion of women who 
are single may reflect the fact that some marriages occur 
when men reach their forties and return from employment 
in the mines or urban areas. Thus, being unmarried or 
separated may be characteristic of a particular lifecycle 
stage, which coincides with the period during which women 
bear and rear children. However, it is also possible that the 
higher marriage rate among older women reflects past 
attitudes and behavior patterns which are gradually losing 
ground. (Kossoudji & Mueller 1983:835) 
The authors argue that this absence of men, together with the growing 
access to western customs and education, and economic changes which 
made polygamy economically less advantageous, has led to new 
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attitudes and behaviour patterns concerning marriage and motherhood.2 
They state that these changes were accompanied by a weakening of the 
responsibility of men for the support of women and children (Ibid 
1983:834-835). 
By 1981 the marital status of women had changed so that 44.1% 
were single, 41.5% were married and 14.4% widowed, divorced or 
separated compared to 37%, 44% and 19% respectively in 1971 (Izzard 
1982:675; 1985). These figures suggest an increase in the number of 
single women, and a corresponding decrease in the number of married 
women. The figures on marital status do not necessarily directly 
represent evidence of the proportion of female-headed households. They 
do, however, indicate the proportion of women who could possibly start 
their own household. 
In the first half of the eighties the proportion of households which 
were female-headed had increased to 42% in urban areas and 47.5% in 
rural areas (Government of Botswana/UNICEF 1989:61-62). These 
figures suggest both a decline in marriages, and an increase of migration 
of married males. However, it is also possible that they show an 
increase of female-headed households who establish their own 
compound, since de facto and de jure female-headed households were 
not distinguished. Households which are de jure headed by women are 
those households where the woman is head in her own right. That is, 
they are households which are independently run by women and where 
no adult male can claim to be head. The households with a male head 
temporarily absent due to migration or other reasons are 'de facto 
headed by women'. 
In a study by Kann and Mugabe, which sought to determine the 
nature and extent of teenage pregnancies, figures on unmarried 
motherhood are presented. They showed that the number of unmarried 
mothers was clearly growing as a consequence of the changes occurring 
in sexual behaviour and marriage patterns. Their survey of 1984 found 
that 7.3% of 15 year olds were mothers, increasing to 54.4% of 19 year 
olds. The total proportion of teenage pregnancies in the 15-19 year old 
age group was 29.3%, with higher figures in the rural areas than in the 
urban areas (Kann & Mugabe 1988:2,14). This is in stark contrast to the 
1971 figures, on which Kossoudji and Mueller's analysis was based, 
where teenage pregnancies were reported as infrequent. 
2
 When referring to the term polygamy in this study, actually polygyny, men 
marrying more than one woman, is meant. 
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The statistics discussed above show that women do marry late. 
The large number of unwed mothers indicates a link between growing 
unmarried motherhood and the increase in the number of female-headed 
households. Apparently, this link indicates changes in gender relations. It 
seems that a combination of changing attitudes towards marriage and 
new economic sources make husbands less needed, especially where 
brothers, sons and even daughters increasingly provide support. The 
extent to which this is the case in Paje, the Bamangwato village in 
Central District where I conducted my research, I examine in chapters 5 
and 6. 
The above figures indicate, though, that at present the composition 
and organization of households is much more complex than in the past. 
Households in Botswana were conventionally headed by men and 
formed after the marriage process was concluded. This marriage process 
could last several years, starting with the negotiations between the 
families of the future wife and husband. Marriage was completed only 
when a brideprice was paid and the bride had moved to the compound 
or ward of the in-laws.3 
Also the household size was bigger in the past. According to 
Schapera the household contained up to 15 persons in the 1930s, with an 
average of between five and seven (1984:39)." According to figures of 
the Household Income and Expenditure Survey of 1985/1986, the 
average household size was 4.5 for female-headed households and 5.0 
for male-headed households. Households in rural areas, though, were 
bigger than urban households (Alexander 1991:18). 
This decrease in household size suggests differences in household 
compositions but also points to a possible declining fertility rate. The 
average number of live births for a woman during her lifetime first 
increased from 6.5 in 1971, to 7.1 in 1981 and then dropped to 5.0 in 
1988. For 1981 and 1988 statistics on differences in the fertility rate in 
both the rural and urban situations are available. The fertility rates were 
7.3 and 5.4 for the rural areas and 6.0 and 4.1 for the urban areas in 
1981 and 1988 respectively (Alexander 1991:11). 
3
 The marriage system and the different stages in the marriage process are 
discussed at length in chapter 2. 
4
 These figures refer to the situation after the abolition of polygamy. When 
polygamy was still commonly practised, the size was much bigger (Schapera 
1984:39). The abolition of polygamy is dealt with in chapter 3. 
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In the same report it is stated that the proportion of teenage girls 
who are mothers has risen from 10% in 1981 to 24% in 1988 (Ibid. 
1991:12).5 When looking at the average marriage age as indicated 
above, women below 20 years old are married only in exceptional cases. 
So it is probable that these teenage mothers still belong to their parents' 
household. Here we are left with the question as to what the current 
composition of households is. This issue receives attention when I 
present the data of the survey among the households in Paje in chapter 
5. 
In contrast with the past when marriages were arranged, in most 
cases of marriage the couple now choose each other independently from 
their mutual families and establish an independent household. Many 
households are no longer centred around a male head and his sons. On 
the contrary, the above figures suggest that almost half of all households 
in Botswana are headed or managed by women. 
The same was true for Paje. During my first visit to this village in 
1989 I was struck by the high number of households managed by 
women; especially those households de jure headed by women. 
According to the census of 1981, 58% of the households in Paje were 
headed by women (both de facto and de y'Mrc)(Govemment of Botswana 
1982b:50-154).6 During my research in the same village in 1990 I 
found that 54% of the households were de jure headed by women. 
The high proportion of de jure female-heads of households is 
outstanding, compared with only 2% of de facto female-heads. Data 
from the National Migration Study (NMS) of the late seventies shows 
5
 This figure of 24% teenage mothers in 1988 contrasts with 29.3% in 1984, as 
reported by Kann & Mugabe. These differences reflect both the problem of 
representativeness and the reliability of statistics in general. Many studies are 
restricted to certain regions of the country and obviously do not represent national 
figures, although they are extrapolated to the national level. Here we find an 
explanation for the above differing figures. In other studies the required data is 
difficult to obtain. For example the number of cattle a household owns. One may 
question the reliability of this kind of statistic. This specific issue receives attention 
in chapter 5, when I deal with the economic resources of households. Accordingly, 
statistics derived from different research in the same period can be dissimilar. When 
I refer to specific numbers and percentages in this study, I indicate, where possible, 
the scope and character of the research from which the data was obtained. 
6
 Of the 181 households in Paje, IOS were headed by women and 76 by men. 
Unfortunately, the census data does not differentiate between de facto and de jure 
female headed households. 
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that at least 11% of the households in rural Botswana were de facto 
headed by women (Izzard 1985: 263). What explanation can be found 
for this shift? 
The National Migration Study demonstrated that widowhood was 
the most common reason for a woman to become a permanent 
household head (Izzard 1985:263). Apart from unmarried women and 
widows, divorced or deserted women can be classified as female-heads 
of household. Of those 54% of female-headed households in Paje, more 
than half of the women had never been married and managed their own 
independent household. Widows represent the second largest group of 
female-headed households. This casts doubt on the assumption that 
widows represent the largest group of permanent household heads. 
Summarizing, in Paje the category of de facto female heads of 
households is almost absent, indicating that the distinction made between 
de facto and de jure types of households needs some further attention to 
explain this switch. Moreover, single women outnumber widows as 
female heads. Single women who head a household, though, can at a 
later stage marry and become a member of a household headed by their 
husband and may eventually become a widow and take over his 
headship. This implies that households may fluctuate in composition. 
Therefore, in this study, I ask whether these households headed by 
single women indicate a further change in the composition and 
organization of households and represent a category of women who 
never marry at all. 
This diversification in household types, as indicated by the above 
statistics, suggests a shift in traditional marriage practices. In the past a 
woman either belonged to the household of her father or to that of her 
husband and if widowed would ideally become the responsibility of a 
close male relative of her late husband. At present this situation has 
changed. It is this shift that is analyzed in the following chapters. 
13 Households headed by women: the Botswana discussion 
In Botswana the complex concept of household became a point of 
debate due to the National Migration Study (NMS) in the late seventies 
and early eighties.7 This study revealed the significance of the marital 
7
 The National Migration Study was a five year long project (from 1977 to 
1982) of the Botswana Government to research the patterns, causes and effects of 
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status and sex of the household head for the socio-economic 
classification of households. The growing number of women who have 
never been married and who head a household is seen as a variable in 
differentiating household types. 
As mentioned above, according to the 1971 census, 37% of all 
female heads of households were single women above 15 years of age, 
whilst the NMS data showed a proportion of 42% were single women as 
opposed to women who had been married and were later either divorced, 
widowed, deserted or separated (Izzard 1982:675). Consequently, in this 
latter study it was argued that: 
Migration has promoted a restructuring of the 'household' 
as a basic social and economic unit. It has become 
necessary to qualify the phrase 'household' and to define 
households by 'type'. (Izzard 1982:708)" 
The discussion about types of households was initiated by Bond who 
researched the role of women in agriculture in 1974. She showed that 
certain groups of female fanners, particularly single women, were at a 
significant disadvantage in crop production, due to a lack of labour. 
Access to land was not a problem as it is communal property and access 
is fairly easily established. Access to labour was, however.9 
Bond indicated that the composition of the household influences 
women's role as a food provider. Women living alone not only suffered 
from a shortage of male labour for ploughing, planting and herding. All 
decisions and responsibility for operations in agriculture also had to be 
carried by these women. She also stated that women know as much 
about farming as men, indicating that women's lack of involvement in, 
and knowledge of farming was not a valid excuse for the lack of support 
given to female farmers by agricultural extension services (Bond 
migration within and from Botswana. 
' Consequently, one comes across types like male headed or female headed 
households, urban and rural households, submarginal and average farming 
households, among others. For a definition of these types of households see Iz¿ard 
1982:708, notes 1 and 2. 
' Communally owned land is allocated through the Land Boards, a government 
institution where married men and older single women can request a piece of land 
for own use. 
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1974:57-58). Hence, Bond indirectly pleads for distinguishing between 
households with and without a male present. 
In another study on the importance of agriculture for both urban 
and rural households, a whole range of types of households is 
distinguished (Kerven 1979). Kerven distinguished twelve different 
household arrangements or types, six for the rural and six for the urban 
situation. Cattle ownership, employment status, marital status, labour of 
household or family members and remittances were the variables 
(Kerven 1979:53-59). 
The above two studies focused on the role of agriculture. Other 
studies centre around the impact of large-scale male migration on the 
composition of households. In a study in 1983 on the impact of male 
labour migration on women in Botswana, Brown argues that women's 
social and economic position has changed to their detriment and that 
women and men have different interests in establishing a household. She 
challenges the argument of mutual dependency of the migrant and his 
wife, the migrant depending on the subsistence agriculture of his wife 
and the wife depending on the remittances of her migrant husband. She 
argues that this mutual dependency is rather complicated. Their needs 
for a family are of a different kind and occur at different times. Women 
need a family and financial support when raising young children 
whereas men can be relatively independent during this period and only 
feel the need to establish a family and claim their children much later, 
when they feel the need for support in their old age (Brown 1983:386). 
Consequently, Brown asserts that although marriage is still an 
important institution, its economic value has decreased for men. She 
finally states that women's social and economic position has become 
less secure and more isolated, as their ties to male migrant labour have 
become more tenuous, leading to a growing number of women who 
never marry and to the feminization of poverty (Ibid. 1983:375,387). In 
other words, men are no longer economically dependent on women, 
while women with children need economic support from men to raise 
their children. 
Kossoudji and Mueller elaborate on the issue of male presence 
and absence in two studies on the economic and demographic status of 
female-headed households in rural Botswana (1979, 1983). They 
introduce new typologies of female-headed households in these studies, 
which are based on data from the Rural Income Distribution Survey 
from 1974-1975. They argue that the female-headed households with no 
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male at all and with few resources are among the poorest households 
(1983:853). 
Accordingly, they present a more sophisticated typology of 
households by distinguishing households with or without adult males 
present, in order to assess the availability of labour, which is crucial in 
preparing the fields. When distinguishing households permanently 
without a male partner from households with a female head who is 
temporarily alone, they use the concepts of de jure and de facto female-
headed households. This distinction was also used by Kerven (1979), 
Izzard (1982) and Brown (1983). 
What is new is that Kossoudji and Mueller make an even further 
distinction by differentiating between male-headed households with 
males aged 20-64 present (MH-MP) and male-headed households with 
no males aged 20-64 present (MH-NMP). The same differentiation is 
used for female-headed households, differentiating between those with 
(FHH-MP) and without (FHH-NMP) males aged 20-64 present (Ibid. 
1983:836). They argue that the presence or absence of adult men has a 
far reaching impact on the socio-economic position and status of a 
household. The existing domination of men over women, men's easier 
access to assets like cattle, small livestock, land and equipment, and the 
sexual division of labour make female-headed households economically 
and socially more vulnerable if no adult male is present. 
In their analysis of female-headed households, they largely deal 
with the last group of female-headed households: those with no adult 
male present, who represent the poorest segment of female-headed 
households (Ibid. 1983:837-838). The purpose of their study is to focus 
on the scarcity of adult males in rural areas and the consequences of 
male-outmigration for changes in the status of women, for familial 
support systems and for reproductive behaviour. They suggest that 
female heads of households with no male present are more likely than 
other women, to have been born to a mother who did not have a spouse 
and thus had poor connections for finding a husband for her daughter 
(Ibid. 1983:848). This reference to the disadvantaged position of single 
mothers and their children because of having a smaller kinship network 
and thus fewer people to help them economically and socially, suggests 
that the family support system is still rather important. 
Therefore, in contrast with the above authors, Peters criticises this 
artificial categorizing and production of increasingly elaborate typologies 
of households and points to the significance of this family support 
system and external linkages. She elaborated on this criticism in an 
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article in 1983 when examining the concept of female-headed household. 
She states that: 
..figures on the sexual and marital status of the household 
heads cannot tell us about internal household structure or 
external linkages which are necessary to assess the social 
significance of the former. (Peters 1983:111) 
She argues that important relations within and between households are 
not taken sufficiently into account, when the sex of the household head 
and the type of household are taken as the primary unit of analysis 
(1983:105,109). According to her, marriage is a process, covering a long 
span of time, and not a single event, suggesting that many women reach 
the 'final stage' of marriage relatively late. 
Hence, she states that 'female-headed households' can not 
necessarily be seen as discrete types but should be seen as typical 
expressions of particular temporal processes. The mother-daughter-
grandchildren unit, resulting from a daughter's time spent at the natal 
compound with her children before she moves to live at her husband's 
compound, is too readily seen, according to Peters, as a female-headed 
household (Ibid. 1983:113). However, are these units an expression of a 
temporal process? Or do unmarried daughters with children establish 
their own independent households? The answer to this question is 
important in assessing poverty levels among female-headed households. 
According to Peters the association of female-headed households 
with poverty is not necessarily valid in all cases. She states that this 
association is too easily assumed if one studies the household structure 
per se, out of the context of its developmental cycle and kinship 
networks. In other words, not having males present does not 
automatically mean that a household is headed by women, is 
automatically marginal and thus poor (Ibid. 1983:116). Consequently, 
Peters emphasizes the need to link the complex interaction between 
household development cycles, inter-household relations and socio-
economic differentiation when constructing a theory of gender in 
Botswana (Ibid. 1983:120-122). 
On the one hand she explicitly refers to marriage as a stage in the 
development cycle of a household and questions what exactly is meant 
by a female-headed household. On the other hand she argues that 
whereas in the past marriage was an important family affair, today 
marriage is usually defined on a personal level by the individual women 
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without the active involvement of both families (Ibid. 1983:109-110). 
She also asserts that 'conjugal households', with both the husband and 
the wife present, are in a more 'mature' phase of the household 
developmental cycle and probably in the more prosperous ranks (Ibid. 
1983:118). 
Peters shows with figures from the 1971 census that the 
proportion of women who are married increases with age, suggesting 
that many women marry late. However, she does not commit herself to 
this position, as she refers to possible changing patterns. She states that 
there is not yet enough detailed case material, over a sufficiently long 
time, available to allow a more careful examination of possible changing 
marriage patterns. She illustrates this with references to several studies, 
including her own study, in 1979-1980 in Mochudi, the main town of 
Kgatleng District in Southern Botswana. In these studies it is stated that 
the proportion of unmarried women who are heads of households ranges 
between 16% and 21%. Many of these unmarried women, though, 
claimed to be betrothed (Ibid. 1983:110-111). 
In other words, she points to possible changing marriage patterns 
and so undermines her case for the 'development cycle', while also 
stressing that being unmarried does not necessarily indicate that women 
have no links or material exchanges with men. Therefore the question 
must be answered whether women have temporary liaisons with men, 
instead of being married. I will address this issue in chapter 5 and 6. 
In her criticism of Peters, Kerven in 1984 contends that Peters 
does not sufficiently acknowledge the contributions made by earlier 
researchers. Kerven refers first to Bond (1974), who showed that certain 
groups of women - single women - were at a significant disadvantage in 
crop production. She also refers to the studies of the academics and 
policy makers, described above, and the resulting implications for the 
classification of female-headed households as a heterogeneous group, not 
uniformly disadvantaged. She wams against the danger that the term 
female-headed household will become an empty category if the 
considerable and significant differences between various kinds of 
households are not recognized (Kerven 1984:262-265). 
Kerven also wams against Peters' emphasis on cyclical time (the 
phase in the household development cycle) and historical time (socio-
economic differentiation and embeddedness in prosperous or poor 
kinship networks). This suggests that the position of every woman is 
unique and that therefore no patterns emerge nor can structural processes 
be traced. She concludes: 
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Above all, the categories 'women' and 'men' cut across 
class lines, and it is to the growing economic differentiation 
that divides men and women from other men and women 
that perhaps our attention should tum in the future. (Kerven 
1984:268) 
Here the discussion has stopped. However, other authors continue to 
refer to structural changes and to changes in the development cycle of 
households in particular. Gulbrandsen, in his study on marital strategies 
and extramarital sexual relationships among the Bangwaketse in 
Southern Botswana in the early 1980s, concluded that both women and 
men many late. A substantial proportion of the women do not many 
until their thirties.10 He found, furthermore, that a large number of 
children are born out of wedlock, and that an ever increasing number of 
mothers never many. He states that women were very ambivalent to 
marriage. They relied first on their brothers and later on their sons for 
their own and their children's economic necessities (Gulbrandsen 1984). 
His findings indicate a matrilinear trend as opposed to the conventional 
patrilinear trend. In addition to their own economic responsibilities as 
food providers, women seem increasingly to rely on their own kinship 
relations. 
Windhorst (1987), in her study on women in a ward in Kanye, 
paid special attention to unmarried mothers. Structural changes in 
marriage patterns are also indicated in her research. Conversely, 
Molenaar (1980) concluded from her research, carried out in 1978-1979 
in the same ward, that mainly organisational changes had occurred, 
without disrupting traditional practices such as marriage. Windhorst 
questioned the likelihood of late marriage of the unmarried mothers and 
demonstrates that some of them are autonomous heads of households. 
This is in contrast to Molenaar, who stated that female-headed 
households can never be autonomous, as they always fall under the 
authority of a male relative (Molenaar 1980:29-30). Windhorst opposes 
this conclusion and points to a potential matrilocal settlement pattern, 
where unmarried daughters settle next to their mother, instead of 
patrilocality. She even came across a special area for unmarried mothers, 
set aside by the elder men of the ward. This would have been 
10
 For the whole of Botswana by 1972 the mean marriage age was 24.3 for 
women and 29.3 for men (Timaeus & Graham 1989:375). According to these 
authors the marriage age of women had increased by that time. 
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impossible 20 years ago and this indicates a rather significant new 
development and a radical break with traditional settlement patterns of 
households (1989:61-62,77)." 
According to Molokomme the two categories of female-headed 
households and unwed mothers should be treated analytically separately. 
Despite this, she points to the increase of unmarried motherhood and 
refers to figures from the 1971 and 1981 census of 48% and 57% of 
mothers being unwed, also suggesting a link between unmarried 
motherhood and female-headed households (Molokomme 1991:60-61). I 
agree that these categories need to be differentiated, but unmarried 
mothers and female heads of household are not mutually exclusive 
categories. On the contrary, I have the conviction that these two 
categories increasingly overlap, as I will show in this study. 
Headship of household is another complicated factor, which begs 
special attention. Following Molenaar, Molokomme refers to the 
problematic meaning of the concept of female-headed household. 
Headship of a household implies power for important decisions and for 
the performance of traditional ceremonies, power that unmarried women 
do not hold. Since headship is conventionally assigned to men, she, in 
agreement with many other critics including male family elders, chiefs 
and political leaders, challenges the concept of female-headed 
household. 
Here again is the difficulty of definition. Locally, headship of a 
household is traditionally attributed to men. In the political, economic 
and social arenas, men are the decision makers, and women per 
definition fall under,the guardianship of men. Consequently, the actual 
situation is unconventional. Today female headship exists and women 
make decisions independently from men. This indicates that headship is 
defined differently for women and men. 
Accordingly, when addressing the concept of female-headed 
households, three analytical dimensions are involved: firstly, the social 
organization of production, reproduction and sexuality through 
households; secondly, the discrepancy between on the one hand the 
gender ideology and on the other hand actual gender roles; and, thirdly, 
the issue of power relations between men and women. All three 
dimensions have to be assessed to understand the complex discussion on 
" Windhorst' research is a restudy of the work of Schapera in the same ward in 
Kanye in the 1930's and 1940's, and of the work of Molenaar who restudied this 
ward in 1978/1979. 
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female-headed households. In the next two sections I address these 
conceptual difficulties in a theoretical discussion of households and 
female heads of households. 
Recapitulating the Botswana discussion, both the high number of 
female-headed households (either de jure or de facto) and the growing 
numbers of unwed mothers may indicate changes in marriage patterns. 
Obviously, this observation needs further elaboration. Assessed poverty 
among certain specific groups of female-headed households also requires 
specification of the socio-economic position of women. The factors of 
marital status of the household head, and economic classification 
according to access to resources within and outside the household, seem 
to be central to understanding the significance of and the socio-
economic and cultural impact of the phenomenon of female-headed 
households. But what then is the origin of the phenomenon of female-
headed households? Which causes can be distinguished to understand 
the phenomenon? 
The authors discussed above consider migration of men as the 
main cause of the increase of female-headed households in Botswana. 
They refer to the disruption of kinship systems, traditional norms and 
values and the social security provided by kinship networks. These 
issues, however, have not been raised in the context of a specific 
historical analysis of the social, economic, political and cultural 
organization of the community which would include the transformation 
in gender relations in Botswana. One may question whether migration 
was the main cause or the outcome of a process of change already in 
progress (see e.g. Moore 1988). 
It can be concluded from the above that the complex concept of 
female-headed household, which has monopolized research attention in 
Botswana according to Peters and which has had explicit consequences 
for the formulation of development policies, needs specific demarcation 
(1983:104). In this study I examine both the concept and the 
phenomenon of female-headed household. Peters pleads for a multi-
dimensional approach, where gender differences are analyzed with those 
of age, generation, rank, class and so forth. According to her a gender 
analysis should include a study of the complex interaction between 
household development cycle and socio-economic differentiation in its 
specific historical context. This is what I attempt to do in this study. 
I believe that Peters failed to understand the political and practical 
significance of the concept of female-headed household for the 
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Botswana context. She brought the discussion to a theoretical academic 
level, without taking the specific historical context into proper account. 
In this study, with further historic evidence and a discussion of my 
findings from Paje I assess the impact and extent of the household 
development cycle. However, I did not study specific households over a 
long period of time to assess changes in the household development 
cycle. I try to overcome this limitation by examining both the working 
of family support networks in their historical context, and by assessing 
women's own views on marriage, their relationships with men and their 
income sources. 
In conclusion, the question as to whether female-headed 
households represent a specific stage in the household development 
cycle has been insufficiently addressed. Those who assert that female-
headed households are a distinct type of household, which does not 
necessarily represent a stage in the household development process, tend 
to believe, more than Peters, that the number of marriages in the 
conventional sense has decreased. They assume that the value of 
marriage has changed and that marriage no longer offers the security it 
once did. 
Does the available data on female-headed households and 
unmarried mothers provide evidence of a 'household development cycle' 
as Peters suggests? Whether a female-headed household is a stage in the 
marriage process, during which the woman is supported and looked after 
by actual and forthcoming male kin, or whether it is an independent 
unit, largely responsible for its own economic well-being, is crucial to 
the question of whether special policies are needed for female-headed 
households. In fact, affirmative action exists in national development 
policies as I illustrate in the last section of this chapter. 
Along with the above authors I agree that socio-economic research 
on women and on changes in gender relations can not omit the 
phenomenon of female-headed households. Even more so since almost 
50% of all households in Botswana are currently headed by women, and 
development policies include affirmative action towards women. My 
point of departure and the definitions I use for household, female-headed 
household and family in this study are discussed below. 
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1.4 Households in Africa: a theoretical discussion 
In African studies the concept of 'household' has received considerable 
attention (see e.g. Guyer 1981; Guyer & Peters 1987; Murray 1987; 
Roberts 1991). In these studies the use of the concept 'household' as the 
principle unit of analysis in socio-economic research has been reviewed. 
The authors object the general assumption that the household can be 
defined as a spatially and temporarily static socio-economic unit. They 
see it rather as a varying form of organization of kin. 
In other words they agree with Moore who states that the exact 
nature and function of the household varies from culture to culture and 
from period to period. This basic unit of society is involved in 
production, reproduction, consumption and socialization. Furthermore, 
the organization and composition of the household is important for the 
organization of women's domestic and reproductive labour, and their 
access to resources, labour and income (Moore 1988:54-55). What is 
conventionally meant by the term 'household' and what reasons are 
there to oppose this conventional interpretation? 
Roberts (1991) clear overview of the state of the debate among 
anthropologists and economists over the concept of household gives an 
insight into these reasons. She focuses primarily on scientists studying 
Africa. With reference to Guyer (1981), Roberts distinguishes between 
the concepts of household used in anthropology and economics 
regarding the social organization of production and reproduction in 
Africa. 
In anthropology, the main focus was on the lineage which is 
understood as a politico-juridical unit, with collective ownership of 
resources, collective responsibility in law and other fields. The 
household, conversely, was more or less seen as a descriptive category 
of a group of people who live and eat together. Householding and the 
housekeeping unit were seen as the domain of reproduction, providing 
material and cultural resources, needed to bring up its members. These 
units, therefore, operate by the rules defined in the external politico-
juridical domain and deviance was sanctioned accordingly (Roberts 
1991:60-61). For female-headed households this implies that: 
Female headed households to which subsequently so much 
attention has been paid, would, within this conceptualization 
of the domestic domain, be either a condition of descent 
and inheritance impinging on the personnel of the domestic 
38 
group as in, for example, matrilineal systems of descent, or 
an incidence of the development cycle of the domestic 
group. (Roberts 1991:61) 
This means that the female-headed household is an expression of 
specific contextual conditions and that the embeddedness of this 
household type in the wider kinship network and its stage in the 
household development cycle are crucial. 
It seems that Peters partly relies on classical anthropology, where 
the concept of the developmental cycle of domestic groups (as 
introduced by Fortes) is used to understand the vast variety in household 
composition. Murray criticises two assumptions underlying these kinds 
of studies. Firstly, it is assumed that the community studied has a 
relative homogeneous set of customs and practices. Secondly, it is 
assumed that cyclical processes of household reproduction over 
approximately three generations can be studied without reference to 
short or long term structural changes (Murray 1987:236). It is obvious 
that in a time of rapid political, cultural and socio-economic change 
(Christianization, colonization, introduction of wage labour, 
commoditization, migration, and political independence) the community 
can not be considered static, and that structural changes have an impact 
on the development cycle of households. 
By way of contrast, in economic theory, the concept of household 
is used as an autonomous decision-making unit with regard to 
production and consumption. Roberts states that economists are still 
committed to the idea of the African household as the basic unit of 
fanning and consumption. This household-based farm operates 
independently, under the leadership of a single head, usually portrayed 
as a patriarch. It is assumed that he holds absolute power and so 
complete control of resources. Hence, the peasant household is seen as 
the principal unit of production and consumption in peasant societies 
(Roberts 1991:60-61). 
Thus the household is seen as a natural unit outside the rest of the 
society by anthropologists, and as an autonomous unit with a strict 
hierarchy and with communal interest of its members by economists. In 
both cases intra-household differences between the interests to its 
members, in particular between men and women, are absent. In both 
conceptualizations of the household as an analytically separate and 
internally undifferentiated unit, the domestic group is assumed to be a 
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unit Outside' society, organized through principles which are natural or 
given. 
Studies, by anthropologists, economists and sociologists, on the 
sexual division of labour and household composition, challenged the 
assumed reciprocal altruism of the different household members and 
denaturalized intra and extra-household gender relations (see e.g. Folbre 
1986; Guyer & Peters 1987; Moore 1988; Evans 1991). Moore gives 
several examples of studies which challenge this assumption of 
naturalism. Based on these studies she first indicates that the English 
term household implies co-residence. This notion of co-residence carries 
associations of intimacy and sharing, which separate internal household 
relations from external household relations. Hence, she states that the 
internal household relations are too easily seen as both private and 
obvious and as such not an object of research. External relations appear, 
on the contrary, accessible to research. She states that when we assume 
that pooling and sharing are the main characteristics of intra-household 
relations, the real nature of those relations is obscured (Moore 1988:55). 
This includes issues such as whether women and men pool and share 
resources within all households, and what happens in households where 
no men are present. 
The household, therefore, has to be seen as a complex concept, 
historically produced, socially constituted and culturally specific. 
Whereas the household is a concept, 'its activities, however, may not 
have a single locus and a locus may not indicate a single unit of labour 
or of resources' (Roberts 1991:62). In other words, the different 
functions of the household are not necessarily located in one place. Sites 
can be dispersed, like in Botswana where household members reside 
either in the village, near the fields, at the cattle posts or have migrated 
to towns or industrial areas. Here production (in the fields, at the cattle 
post or in town) and consumption and residence (mostly in the village) 
are separated. Co-residential groups do not necessarily cooperate in all 
activities of production, reproduction, socialization and consumption. 
The ways in which production and reproduction are organized and 
carried out in Botswana are described in chapters 2 and 4. 
Thus, the concept of the household can not be captured by one 
universal model and needs to be defined for each specific context and 
studied within the wider socio-economic and political structures in 
which it is embedded. The same applies to female-headed households. 
They should not be seen as a single independent category, but as 
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differentiated outcomes of specific historical processes of gender 
transformation.12 
Peters questions whether the household can be taken as a unit of 
analysis in a situation where inter-household transfers and exchanges are 
perceived to be so important (1983:109). However, I feel that the 
household is a valid unit of analysis in the Botswana context. This idea 
is further developed in the following section. I also question whether 
inter-household transfers and exchanges are as important as Peters 
suggests. 
Also the term family is rather amorphous and provides problems 
of definition. The terms 'household' and 'family' are difficult to 
separate. In certain situations they overlap, while in other circumstances 
they differ widely. Therefore, like the concept of household, the concept 
of family also requires detailed social and historical analysis, since 
composition varies through time and space. 
Moore refers to several authors who have shown that family forms 
also vary with life-stage and social strategies of their members. She also 
states, however, that in much of the literature the term household, rather 
than family, is used to refer to the basic unit of society (Moore 
1988:54). Therefore, for the Botswana situation, the terms household and 
family have to be considered against their specific cultural, historical 
and social context. I do this in the following section. 
In summary, I would argue that generally accepted definitions of 
household or family, in which it is assumed that they are universally 
applicable, should not be the starting point when studying women and 
the transformation of gender relations. Rather, analysis should begin 
with the smallest unit of a specific society, in which gender relations 
find their primary constitutive expression, both ideologically and 
organizationally. In the Tswana context the concepts of household and 
family have very specific and also complicated meanings, when taking 
the distinctive geographical, historical, political and economic situation 
into account as I elaborate upon in chapters 2 and 3. In this chapter I 
12
 Murray argues in his article on class, gender, household and the 
developmental cycle in Southern Africa, that raising the issue of gender in studies of 
the developmental cycle proves to be important. In the first place it supports the 
presumption that no household type is ideologically or normatively 'privileged'. In 
the second place the issue of gender subverts the notion of household as ал integral 
structure of mutual dependence and support, a basic unit 'against the world' 
(1987:243). 
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describe the conceptual meanings of household, female-headed 
household and family in Botswana. 
1.5 Households in Botswana 
In his study of the social structure of a Tswana ward in the first half of 
this century, the anthropologist Schapera concluded that the conventional 
definition of the household group covered a large variety of forms, 
'embracing a man, his wife or wives and dependent children, together 
with any other relatives or unrelated dependants, married or not, who 
may be attached to him' (1935:214). In his handbook of Tswana law 
and custom he defines the smallest relationship established by blood and 
marriage: 
The smallest of these groups is the family, consisting of a 
man, his wife or wives, and their unmarried children, own 
or adopted. One or more families make up a household, the 
group of people living in the same collection of huts. 
Several closely related households, living together in the 
same part of the village, make up the family-group. One or 
more family-groups, organized together into a well-defined 
local administrative unit of the tribe, make up a ward. 
(Schapera 1970a: 12) 
Schapera defines the household in terms of a physical unit of kin, with a 
husband and one or more wives at the core. This reference to the 
household in terms of a physical unit is also used in other studies in 
Botswana, like in the National Migration Study (Government of 
Botswana 1982a). 
There the position is taken that households, both in the past and 
now, operate over several dwelling units. Furthermore, Kerven suggests 
that the term household connotes a greater level of cooperation than 
does co-residence. While on the one hand dwelling units and households 
may overlap, not all households are contained within a single dwelling 
unit. Hence, she argues that the term household is misleading, because 
migration 'has intensified the customary Tswana separation of the 
functions of co-residence and kinship cooperation' (Kerven 1982:554). 
The term household is even avoided in the National Migration Study 
wherever possible and replaced by the term dwelling unit. 
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In my study the temi 'household' is exclusively defined as a 
dwelling unit in the village, in which whole or part of a family group is 
living. I also take the lolwapa, the compound (the physical entity), as 
unit of analysis, and not the household as a consumption and production 
unit. As indicated above, in Botswana, production and reproduction 
occur at different places and are performed along gender lines. Since I 
study households in a village, those households or parts of households 
which reside in the village are the object of my research, and not those 
households which reside on the lands or at the cattle post. I have made 
this choice, since the village is the principal place of residence in rural 
Botswana. 
I use the term family when referring to household members, 
whatever the composition of the household, and when referring to the 
wider kin group, including sisters, brothers, aunts, uncles and other close 
relatives. Here I differ from Schapera, who defines family as a conjugal 
unit within the household, as can be seen in the above quotation. 
Consequently, female-headed households can be discerned from 
male-headed households, by the dwelling unit. However, when 
discussing female-headed households, several different types can be 
distinguished, like households headed by unmarried, divorced, separated 
and widowed women. These types are the products of different 
circumstances. Moreover, the concept of headship can be complicated 
and the identification of the household head may occur with rather 
unclear criteria such as seniority, economic contribution, legal-political 
representation or intra-household decision making. 
A distinction of households by household heads is used in large 
surveys and censuses as a convenient administrative tool (see e.g. 
Youssef and Hetler 1983). Although headship per se does not say 
anything about intra-household relations, socio-economic position and 
diversity of authority, the concept is maintained in this study, as it 
implies socio-economic characteristics and decision making, both 
categories of importance for the study. 
The concepts of female-headed households which I use in this 
study can be described as follows: 
1. De jure female-headed households: 
a. headed by a widow 
b. headed by an unmarried woman with children 
с headed by a separated, deserted or officially divorced 
woman 
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These female-headed households are those households where no male 
can claim to be head and where the woman is thus head in her own 
right (Kerven 1979:3). 
2. De facto female-headed households: those households where the 
husband is absent for a period of more than half a year and the wife is 
the recognized temporary head. (See also Izzard 1985). 
I would argue that a distinction between female-headed households 
compared with male-headed households is needed, as female headship is 
a rather new, less valued phenomenon, especially in rural areas where 
conventional norms and values prevail. In addition, it is a controversial 
concept as it assumes authority vested in the household head. It indicates 
sole economic and social responsibilities for the household, which 
hitherto resided with the men. 
Being both single and mothers, it seems that most female heads 
not only lack direct access to male labour for preparing the fields and 
economic support from a husband. Searching for a job is more difficult 
for women because of their sole responsibility for the children. Widows 
and divorced or deserted women have at least passed the stage of 
marriage and, when older, are more likely have grown-up children who 
will support them economically. If from a more affluent family, they 
may have access to cattle by inheritance. Hence, female-headed 
households without cattle and with no economic support from their kin 
seem to be especially poor. I elaborate on the issue of poverty in chapter 
5. 
Poor male heads, in contrast, seem to be more mobile and more 
easily migrate to towns and industrial areas. They probably have better 
access to all kinds of odd jobs in the vast rural areas, where cattle 
keeping, the male domain, dominates socio-economic life. Moreover it 
might be assumed that male-headed households can also be 
differentiated by economic position. This issue is also covered when 
discussing the households in Paje. However, as stated above in the 
section on households in Africa the assumption that men and women are 
mutually dependent is not per definition correct. 
In an article in 1989 on women in Botswana, Brown argues that 
on the one hand men are not sole providers who share with their wives. 
On the other hand in Southern African studies, the rural areas and the 
urban wage sector are too readily seen as interdependent. Women and 
men, though, both seem to have relatively independent economic 
resources and separate economic needs. These resources are 
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geographically separated and their needs occur in different time frames. 
Women need support when raising young children, while men need 
support after retiring from work (Brown 1989:264-265). In the Botswana 
context it might therefore be asked whether these factors contribute to 
delayed marriages and the occurrence of female-headed households. 
Hence, the complex interaction between women and men also needs to 
be studied. 
Consequently, a differentiation according to age and sex of the 
household head, the potential stage in the household development cycle 
and economic position of the household is needed to be able to 
distinguish between types of households. This differentiation, in tum, is 
needed to develop policies targeted at those poor female-headed 
households most in need of support. 
As indicated above, Kossoudji and Mueller especially focus on 
female-headed households with no adult male present. In this study, 
however, no such further distinction according to household composition 
will be used. I have several reasons, based on research in Paje, to 
refrain, unlike Peters from further specification of household types 
according to male presence. 
Firstly, as indicated above, de facto female-headed households 
were rare in Paje, and as such, temporary authority of women was also 
rare. This is most probably related to the relative proximity of 
employment opportunities for men and to good roads and transportation 
facilities. Hence, husbands employed elsewhere come home more often 
and make major decisions in consultation with their wives. Kossoudji 
and Mueller used data from 1974-1975, when migration to South Africa 
prevailed and local employment was rather limited. Over the past 15 
years the economic situation in the country has changed dramatically 
with more employment opportunities arising within its borders due to 
the exploitation of mines, fast urbanization and the growth of trade and 
services. This is further described in chapter 3. Thus, migration patterns 
and male absence and presence also seem to have changed. 
Secondly, the authors discussed above relate the importance of 
male presence mainly to cultivation (for land clearing and ploughing). 
Here it is assumed that cultivation is still an important source of income 
in kind, an assumption I oppose in chapter 5 and 6. Brown also 
questions the importance of cultivation by stating that the only 
significant development in rural production in the last thirty years has 
not been in crop farming but in cattle raising (1985:382). 
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A third and related reason to refrain from further distinction 
between household types according to male absence or presence, is the 
economic connotation attached to male absence or presence. It seems 
that male presence potentially refers to more economic advantages like 
assistance in crop production, cattle herding and income from odd jobs 
or remittances. This suggests that cultivation is rewarding, and that 
ownership of cattle and jobs are available. In order to classify different 
types of female-headed households it seems therefore appropriate to 
substitute male presence and absence by the economic determinants they 
represent, like cattle ownership, income from remittances and other 
income from household members. 
Accordingly, in this study, when classifying the households in 
Paje according to marital status and economic position, no further 
distinction between female-headed households with or without male 
present (such as that developed by Kossoudji and Mueller) will be used. 
Although I agree that female-headed households with male presence 
may have easier access to extension services and to male assistance with 
decision making, I do not make this distinction. These factors are 
closely related to access to and presence of economic resources within 
the household involved, including access to development programmes 
and as such are central to the study. I elaborate further on this in chapter 
5. 
1.6 Affirmative action for women in policies 
The discussion about female-headed households is partly derived from, 
and had an impact on the formulation of development policies, which 
are briefly outlined below. The effects of these policies on the women of 
Paje is discussed in chapter S and 6. Here I limit myself to a description 
of the policies and their special attention for specific groups of women. 
...it is clear that the majority of Botswana's households are 
poor; poverty is more evident in rural areas than among the 
urban population; the households most affected are those 
who do not have viable herds, those without cattle at all, 
female-headed households, and those who do not engage in 
agriculture at all. These categories overlap, so that for 
example households which are both female-headed and non-
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livestock-owning are likely to be especially impoverished. 
(Government of Botswana 1985:21) 
As a result of the discussion on female-headed households and the 
apparent poverty of many of them, some nation-wide production-
oriented development policies in Botswana mention special groups of 
female-headed households as beneficiaries. The Arable Lands 
Development Programme (ALDEP) and the Financial Assistance 
Programme (FAP) refer to these groups of households as a special target 
group. Especially the latter, which includes a credit scheme for small 
scale enterprises, and offers female heads of households more favourable 
financial assistance than men. 
ALDEP is a national agricultural development programme. Poor 
farmers without cattle, among whom many are female-headed 
households, are the primary target group. ALDEP was started in 1980 
with a pilot scheme, and came in operation in 1982/1983 aiming at the 
improvement of agricultural production of small scale fanners. The 
programme was developed in close cooperation with the Food and 
Agricultural Organization of the United Nations (FAO), as part of an 
attempt to achieve national food self-sufficiency. ALDEP mainly 
provides help for the fanners such as draught animals, row planting 
techniques, fencing, small-scale water tanks and destumping facilities. 
Each farmer has to contribute 15% of the cost of each package of the 
programme, the remaining 85% of the package being granted. The 
programme aims at fanners with less than 40 head of cattle and tilling 
less than 10 hectares, a group which constitutes approximately 70% of 
crop farmers (Purcell 1982:5).. 
Since 1985, as a result of the discussion on poverty among 
female-headed households and their difficulties in agriculture special 
efforts have been made to reach them. Female-headed households were 
said to be at a great disadvantage in agriculture and to be hardly reached 
by extension services, since agricultural demonstrators were 
predominantly male (Bond 1974; Bettles 1980;1982;1984). Whether this 
special attention for female-headed households has resulted in a better 
access to the resources offered by the programme is discussed in chapter 
5, along with the statistics from Paje. 
The Financial Assistance Policy (FAP) was launched in 1982 in 
order to stimulate employment. Three categories of projects are aimed at 
the establishment or expansion of large scale, medium scale and small 
scale businesses. The latter category has special regulations for women, 
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who receive a higher percentage of the funds than men. Rural women 
also receive a higher grant than urban women. The grant can be as much 
as 80% of the costs of the project, depending on the number of people 
employed (Government of Botswana 1982c). This policy also favours 
rural women as a result of the discussion on the disadvantaged position 
of many of them. Whether women have access to and make ample use 
of this policy is discussed in chapters 5 and 6. 
Here I simply conclude that the research and discussions on rural 
women in general and certain groups of female-headed households in 
particular have resulted in special attention for women in production-
oriented government policies. The government has apparently adopted 
affirmative action towards women as an instrument to address the 
unfortunate socio-economic position of some specific groups of rural 
women. The results of this obvious positive discrimination towards 
women are also discussed in chapters 5 and 6. 
1.7 Concluding remarks 
The concept of female-headed households has been the object of fierce 
debate in Botswana. It can be questioned, though, whether the objections 
to female headship refer to traditional practices of male dominance 
which are increasingly loosing their value, or to the household 
development cycle as mentioned by Peters. The growth in numbers of 
unmarried mothers, of widows and single women independently 
continuing or establishing their own household suggests a change in 
marital patterns, and indicate that traditional marital practices are being 
replaced by new factors, due to a transformation in gender relations. 
Female headship of a household in Botswana is a phenomenon 
that can not be denied, despite the fact that traditionally headship was 
exclusively assigned to men. Moreover, since a household is not a 
natural union but a social and cultural construct, and headship is not per 
definition male, differentiation is needed. In order to understand the 
emergence, significance and impact of the female-headed household for 
the current socio-economic organisation of the Botswana society, 
stratification and differentiation of households according to marital status 
and economic position is required as income sources represent a more 
important characteristic than male presence. 
Special governmental and policy attention for female-headed 
households needs a more specific ranking of types of female-headed 
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households, without falling into the trap of endless differentiation. This 
is because, whether female-headed households are a structural or a 
temporal phenomenon, the apparent poverty of many of these 
households demands not only scholarly attention, but even more concern 
from policy makers and administrators. 
Changing household forms and changes in the sexual 
division of labour within the household are related to 
broader processes of social, economic and political 
transformation. In order to specify the parameters of the 
observable changes in the sexual division of labour, and the 
consequences of such changes for women's status, it is 
necessary to tum to an examination of the social relations 
which create and sustain kinship and household forms: 
marriage and property. (Moore 1988:64) 
In the following chapters, gender relations, changes in women's 
economic significance and the household as central organizing principle 
in pre-colonial and colonial Botswana are discussed. And it is to 
marriage and property as the main indicators of gender organization, that 
I turn to in the next two chapters. 
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CHAPTER 2 
WOMEN'S GENDER POSITION: SEPARATE WORLDS 
2.1 Introduction 
In the old days the parents arranged all marriages. The 
spouses could not refuse. Only in cases where the marriage 
did not work out, could the couple separate after a while. 
These days the couple just decides by themselves. In the 
past, when a woman was pregnant before being married, the 
father of the child had to pay damage, ten head of cattle, 
when he did not marry the woman. Today they only have to 
pay six head of cattle, for a child bom out of wedlock, if 
they pay at all. (MaMaria 75, Paje 1990) 
Not only in the private sphere has the position of women changed, the 
same applies to the public sphere. 
Since independence in 1966 women have been allowed to 
attend court cases and meetings at the kgotla. In the old 
days when a woman was accused of an offense, she was 
summoned to the kgotla. In those days there were no female 
chiefs or headmen. But now it is stated in the constitution 
that women can hold these posts. (MaPhiri 52, Paje 1990)1 
1
 Kgotla is the Setswana word for the basic socio-political unit within traditional 
Tswana society. It refers to the physical enclosures which serve as the places for 
participatory decision making and/or the public legitimation of decisions. The kgotla 
exists and operates at all levels of the society, from the family cluster through large 
family and lineage and ward groupings to the central kgotla of the tribe (Morton et 
al. 1989:60-61). 
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These two elderly rural Tswana2 women, belonging to the Bamangwato 
in Central District indicate some changes that have taken place and 
which affect women, both in the private and public sphere. In particular, 
remodelling of marriage customs, such as the abolition of bogadi, 
brideprice, the weakening involvement of relatives with the 
arrangements of marriages and the decline of damage and maintenance 
payments by fathers for their children born outside wedlock, have far 
reaching effects on women, culminating in a large number of female-
headed households and unmarried mothers. These developments, though, 
have not just occurred since Independence in 1966, but have their roots 
over a century ago in the pre-colonial period and the succeeding colonial 
period after 1885. 
In this chapter the gender position of women is discussed for the 
pre-Christianized and pre-colonized period. How did the marriage and 
brideprice system operate and what was the role of the families which 
were involved in the marriage negotiations? How much access did 
women have to property and resources like land, cattle and labour? 
What did the sexual division of labour look like and how were women's 
productive and reproductive tasks valued and organized? The answers to 
these questions are important in order to understand the historical 
Tswana context in which I analyze the current position of women and 
the emergence of female-headed households, in particular. Moreover, it 
is necessary to understand the socio-economic and cultural position of 
women before the advent of missionaries and colonizers before I can 
assess the impact of the latter on the organization of gender relations. 
Firstly, the gender position of women in the 19th century in pre-
capitalist Botswana will be discussed in relation to the economic and 
social organization of Tswana society. Secondly, in order to assess the 
specific gender position of women in this era, a model of male 
domination through cattle ownership is presented. Thirdly, this economic 
model is assessed for the Tswana context in general and, when possible, 
more specifically demonstrated for the Bamangwato, among whom I 
2
 When using the term 'Tswana', two different meanings are intended. Firstly, it 
is the ethnological and linguistic classification of one of the three major divisions of 
the Sotho group of Bantu-speaking peoples of central Southern Africa, living in 
present Botswana and South Africa (Schapera 1984:9). Secondly the term is used to 
include all citizens of Botswana, thus also all non-Tswana groups (Molokomme 
1991:41). When using the term Tswana in this study, both meanings can apply; 
when dealing with the situation before Independence the first meaning will apply 
while the second is intended for the situation since 1966. 
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carried out the recent part of this study.3 Especially the concept of 
family and household in relation to brideprice and marriage is 
highlighted to understand women's subordinate position in pre-
Christianized and pre-colonized Botswana. 
2.2 Women as legal and social minors 
Tswana women were caught in a state of legal minority in 
the early nineteenth century: they depended on men for 
representing them in court cases and in all legal 
transactions; they were physically excluded from 
participation in public political debates; they were expected 
to act in strict obedience to their husbands and elders; and 
they were subject to violent reprimands and social 
chastisement if acting otherwise. (Kinsman 1983:39) 
This state of legal minority of Tswana women which continued until the 
1960s was maintained through the marriage process. To understand the 
social and economic significance of marriage, first a short introduction 
to pre-colonial Tswana social organization is needed. 
Records on the history of Botswana are relatively recent, dating 
back to the middle of the previous century. Some missionaries, travellers 
and traders wrote about their experiences, but rarely about gender 
issues.4 Consequently, the details on women's subordination in Tswana 
society presented in the next paragraphs are mainly derived from 
3
 Since the different ethnic groups had their own independent political and legal 
machinery for incorporating or opposing new norms, values and customs, there were 
considerable differences between the eight major groups. See Schapera 1937; 1966; 
1970a+b; 1984. 
4
 John Mackenzie, who lived as the first missionary among the Bamangwato in 
the 1860s, hardly mentions women, when he does, he refers to their miserable 
position: 'Bechuana women do not occupy a very dignified position in the country; 
still they have a corporative existence in regiments as well as the men' (Mackenzie 
1871:378). He goes on to depict the hardship women endure during the initiation 
rites leading to adulthood. Women are mentioned when discussing polygamy (ibid 
1871:410), as regimental labourers, cutting grass for the thatching of the new church 
(Ibid 1871:460). The 'desirable' example of the life of the mission wife for the 
wives of chiefs is also mentioned (Ibid 1871:467). No further attention is paid to 
women, telling us no more about their position in the Bamangwato context. 
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secondary sources, from authors who tried to fill the gap of 'gender 
blindness' occurring in historical and anthropological sources (like from 
Kinsman 1983, Walker 1990 and Wylie 1990).5 
In pre-colonial Tswana tribal society, life was almost completely 
organized along kinship lines. The household headed by a man was the 
basic socio-economic unit of the Tswana society. A collection of 
households under the leadership and authority of a hereditary headman 
formed a ward, the principle political unit. The ward mostly consisted of 
a patrileneally organized kinship group, sometimes complemented by 
non-related servant families. One or more wards formed a village, 
headed by the chief, the village headman. All villages were ruled and 
protected by the paramount chief of the Tswana tribe, who resided in the 
royal town. Small villages consisted generally of inhabitants of the same 
ethnic origin, whereas big towns like Serowe, the most recent 
headquarters of the Bamangwato, had many foreign inhabitants and had 
over a hundred wards in the thirties of this century.6 
According to Schapera, the varied origins and status of the 
population were expressed in separate ranks of people. The dikgosana, 
the nobles, were the descendants of local chiefs, bathlanka, commoners, 
were the descendants of foreigners incorporated long ago and bafaladi. 
5
 Feminist anthropology in particular focused on the neglect of women. Its 
critique on the male bias in anthropological (but also sociological and economic) 
writing, concentrated on three issues. Firstly, anthropologists hold various 
preconceptions about the relationship between men and women and its significance 
for the society, for example their central concern with kinship and marriage. 
Secondly, men in the societies being studied communicate the organization of gender 
relations which are considered to be proper, i.e. that women are subordinate to men. 
Thirdly, researchers perceive asymmetrical relations between men and women to be 
analogous to their own cultural experiences of gender inequality in Western society. 
From this criticism on traditional anthropology a new anthropological discipline, 
called feminist anthropology, has developed. This discipline has set itself the 
immense task of changing anthropology both analytically and theoretically, to 
resolve the problem of women's analytical invisibility (Moore 1988:1-2). In 1970 the 
economist Boserup challenged the similarities in the sex roles in various 
communities as presented by social anthropologists and other scientific observers of 
human communities. In 1974 in Toward an Anthropology of Women Reiter et al. 
also criticized the so-called objectivity claimed by mainstream anthropology. 
6
 Around 1780 the Bamangwato arrived in this region of Southern Africa and 
had their capital at several places. In 1902 Serowe became their royal town. 
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immigrants, were the most recently incorporated aliens. The first two 
groups were regarded as true members of the population, while the latter 
had a lower status, but became true members in the long run. This 
ranking in status counted only in political life. The lowest class of 
people were the malata, serfs. Especially the Khoisan, also called the 
Basarwa or bushmen, the first inhabitants of this region, were (and still 
are) treated as inferior to the Tswana and deprived of many political and 
legal rights. 
Loyal commoners and immigrants with outstanding abilities in 
areas such as politics, warfare and supernatural practices could become 
headmen. Marriage was a means of establishing kinship bonds within a 
group's own rank and with immigrants to assure their loyalty, except 
with malata, since intermarriage with serfs was considered degrading. 
Nobles could also secure the obedience of commoners and immigrants 
by lending them cattle. Wealthy people from the higher ranks placed 
mafisa cattle, 'loan cattle', among the poor and newcomers for this 
purpose. A further advantage of the loan system was that the risk of the 
spread of diseases was reduced by dividing large herds of cattle 
(Schapera 1984:28,36). 
A whole system of tribute and patronage maintained the ranking 
system, the patriarchal order and cohesion in the community. The 
headman of a ward or village collected a tribute to be paid to the chief 
and allocated land for residence, cultivation and grazing. He could freely 
order his subordinates, both women and men, to work for him in much 
the same way that the chief could order his people to work for him. He 
judged cases with other male elders of the ward or village and 
conducted various religious ceremonies. In short, he supervised the 
realization of the commands of his superiors, which was ultimately the 
chief of the tribe (Schapera 1940:58-61). 
Women, young men, and foreigners generally stood outside 
the centre of power. At best, they were spectators, at worst 
they were exploited. The chief was a "father" and the 
people he governed conveyed their respect by referring to 
themselves as his children. Closely allied to this hierarchical 
concept was the ethic of collective responsibility. In the 
absence of a strong centralized state, senior men were 
responsible for exacting social conformity from their 
subordinates. Patriarchal ideology, often transgressed in 
practise, rationalized a society where the rich distributed 
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rather then accumulated wealth, and where the power of the 
state to extract wealth from the people it governed was 
weak. Political life was acted out in personal relations rather 
than in terms of depersonalized and rational law. (Wylie 
1990:5) 
Thus, loyalty was secured through an elaborate system of patriarchal 
rule. The term patriarchy used by Wylie primarily refers to relations 
between men rather than relations between men and women. Older men 
could arrange strategic alliances by exchange of women and cattle. At 
the kgotla, the chiefs court and village council site, the patriarchal order 
was sustained. Women, uninitiated young men, poor people and serfs 
were not allowed to attend kgotla meetings and were all subject to the 
rule of the older men. 
But whether the position of women was as unfortunate as 
indicated in the above quotations of Kinsman and Wylie, whether 
women were victims of male dominance, eager to get rid of the 
traditional marital system, or just accepted their lot, because of its 
positive aspects or the severe consequences of subversive behaviour, has 
to be examined. Unfortunately, this is an almost impossible task, as 
women's voices are absent from the literature. 
Incidental references are made to arguments about female 
succession in historic sources such as discussed by Tlou and Campbell, 
who narrate the origin of the Tswana tribes based on oral history 
(1984:60). They refer to the split of a Tswana group after the death of 
its chief around 1500. Part of the group wanted the daughter from the 
first house, the chiefs only child with his first wife, to rule, while others 
wanted the son of the second house to rule. The result was a split into 
two groups, one following the daughter, the other the son. 
What this example makes clear is that women's roles were 
incidentally debated and that a woman could become a chief when in 
the interest of certain groups, and, thus, that the position of women was 
not static. In addition, the incorporation of foreigners in the Tswana 
groups also suggests a regular modification of laws and customs. Since 
traditional laws and customs were not recorded in writing, it can be 
presumed that debates on their content regularly modified their 
interpretation.7 
7
 Written composition in Setswana was initially restricted to religious literature 
such as a catechism and bible in the 19th century (Morton, Murray and Ramsay 
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However, since references to changes in the position of women in 
the pre-Christianized and pre-colonial period are absent from historical 
sources, these changes and deviant behaviour are hard to prove. 
Kinsman states that individual women rarely broke free of their 
subordinate position and that the social mores they internalized 
reinforced their subservience. As a result, they restricted themselves to 
their work and left legal debates and political disputes to men (1983:50). 
Bessie Head also seems to view women in pre-colonial Botswana 
as secondary human beings under male supervision: 
Before the advent of Christianity the world of the intellect, 
both political and spiritual, had been entirely male-
dominated. Tradition obliterated a woman as a thinking, 
feeling, human being and defined her position in society as: 
'A woman is sacred only if she knows her place which is in 
her yard, as a mother of children and a housewife'. (Head 
1984:165)' 
From this and the previous quotations an impression of relatively 
separated women's and men's worlds emerges. Although politically and 
legally women may have had a secondary position, reference to 
women's economic position is missing here. What was women's 
productive contribution? How was this evaluated? To be a mother and 
housewife seemed to have qualified women's position, but what 
importance was attached to motherhood and being a housewife? And 
how were the different worlds of women and men organised? 
To answer these questions the central elements which formed the 
base of the organisation of the society according to class and sex have 
to be examined. Hence the composition of households, marriage rules 
and customs, brideprice arrangements, the sexual division of labour, 
access to property, socialization processes and the economic foundation 
of the society have to be assessed. 
Therefore, I begin my analysis by exploring the sexual division of 
labour in pre-colonial Tswana society. This is followed by a presentation 
of an economic analysis which offers a potential explanation for 
1989:117-118). 
* Bessie Head was bom in South Africa in 1937 and lived as an exile in Serowe 
where she wrote most of her work and where she died in 1986. See the references 
for a list of most of her publications, several dealing with life in rural Botswana. 
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women's secondary position. I then examine the concepts of family, 
marriage and brideprice as practised in pre-capitalist Botswana in order 
to assess the viability of this economic model in the Tswana context, 
and the significance of the marital system for the organization and 
maintenance of the social fabric of society. 
Sexual division of labour and the value of women 
Each household formerly produced the great bulk of its 
food, built its own huts and granaries, and did its own 
housework. Men, women and children all contributed. 
Women tilled the fields, built and repaired the walls of the 
huts, granaries and courtyards, thatched roofs with grass 
which they fetched themselves, prepared food and made 
beer, looked after the fowls, fetched water, wood, and earth, 
collected wild edible plants, and did all the other 
housework; men herded cattle, hunted, did all the timber 
work in building, cleared new fields, and occasionally 
assisted in planting, weeding, and reaping. Children helped 
according to age; they started in early youth with the 
simpler tasks, and by the time they were initiated did the 
same work as adults. Most of the livestock, especially, were 
herded by boys. This division of labour still persists in the 
main. (Schapera 1984:27)' 
This sexual division of labour was rather strict. Traditionally the Tswana 
were almost self-sufficient. They built their own houses, made their own 
clothes and household utensils from local materials and produced their 
own food by growing crops and raising livestock, which were 
supplemented with game and wild fruits and vegetables. 
These economic activities were geographically dispersed, however, 
and most Tswana therefore had three homes: one in the village, one near 
their land, situated usually a few kilometres away from the village or as 
much as a day's journey away, and one at the cattle post, within in a 
few days walk of the village, but up to 100 kilometres away. The 
9
 The Tswana was first published in 1953; Schapera conducted most of his 
fieldwork during the period 1930-1950. 
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household members lived a considerable part of the year separately, 
dispersed over the three homes. 
An implication of this settlement pattern and this sexual division 
of labour is that the concepts of household and family had a special 
meaning in the Tswana context, since the male and female domains 
were also geographically separated: the village home and the arable land 
were the domain of women whereas cattle and grazing land were the 
domain of men. This might even have offered women the opportunity to 
have a world of their own. However, did they have a world of their own 
and if so what did this world look like? 
As indicated above, the basic principle of physical organisation in 
traditional Tswana society was the homestead or dwelling unit, the 
smallest social-unit consisting of one or more families, i.e. husband, 
wife or wives and their offspring, married sons with their wives and 
children and possibly other kin, concentrated in villages. This extended 
family group is commonly defined as a household, headed by the family 
patriarch. It had its own lolwapa, compound, with several huts and a 
granary in the courtyard, surrounded by a fence made of wood, reeds or 
stones. Each married couple had its own hut and, as a group, the 
household had its own fields for cultivation and usually also some cattle 
and small livestock (Schapera 1984:39-40). 
This extended family group functioned both as a unit of 
production and of reproduction, adhering to a rather strict sexual 
division of labour, as indicated in the above citation. Women with the 
help of children tilled the fields and men supervised the herding of cattle 
by young boys and serfs. The women's provision of grain and wild food 
was not a marginal economic activity. On the contrary, they supplied the 
family and community with staple foods, while men supplemented the 
diet with milk and meat. The family head allocated the land to his wife 
or wives and the senior woman of the family group supervised the 
storage and distribution of the staple food for consumption. Hence older 
women had some power, since ihey controlled the distribution of crops 
within the household. 
Nevertheless, women's position in the community was different 
from that of men. Whereas men owned cattle and allocated land on an 
individual basis and, as such had a rather independent position in the 
community, women depended on men for land and produced for the 
daily needs of the household and the community. Unfortunately, it is 
difficult to assess if this economic power also gave women political 
influence. Mechanisms of socialization and education of boys and girls 
58 
into woman- and manhood give some insight in the extent of women's 
servitude to the community. 
The dissimilar socialization of girls and boys began at an early 
age. Young children accompanied their mothers to work in the fields. 
This practice is illustrative for the way girls were trained for women's 
tasks, and, thus, to perpetuate women's significance for the community. 
Girls assisted their mothers from about six years onwards in all the 
heavy work, like weeding, harvesting, storing and grinding the grain 
and, when somewhat older, in hoeing the soil as well. By the age of ten 
or twelve girls were apparently supposed to be independent producers on 
their own account. At the age of five or six boys were given charge of 
small stock and at about the age of nine or ten they were stationed at 
the cattle post far away from the village (Kinsman 1983:47-48). 
Thus, girls were well equipped at a young age for their economic 
contribution to the community. The participation of boys and girls in all 
adult tasks was the form of education the Tswana employed and this 
education in womanhood and manhood was finalised during initiation 
rites. The two-month period of initiation would take place for children 
between ten and thirteen about every four years. During the female rites, 
the passive obedience and servitude of women as food producers, 
housewives and mothers for the community were glorified, women were 
thoroughly prepared for their ultimate destiny: marriage (Ibid. 1983:48). 
The initiation rites culminated in the organization of regiments, 
age groups of women and men, which were given a distinct name and 
lasted for life. Regiments could be summoned to work for the chief 
himself or for the whole community at any time. Male regiments both 
constituted the tribal army and were an important labour force. They 
performed large public works like rounding up stray cattle, building the 
chiefs huts and cattle-kraals and clearing his fields. Female regiments 
were called upon to build the walls and thatch the roofs of the chiefs 
huts and to maintain them, to collect firewood for the chiefs household, 
and to assist his wives in their fields. The male regiments were 
commanded by a close male relative of the chief, while the female 
regiments were headed by a daughter or sister of the chief (Schapera 
1970a: 110,117). 
With the political arena blocked to women, they depended on the 
goodwill of men to defend their interests. The only area where women 
could find room to express their communal involvement, opinions and 
concern was in religious activities like rainmaking, sowing and first fruit 
ceremonies. Although some women were able to develop their personal 
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talents and to gain power as oracles and prophets, the performers of the 
conventional religious ceremonies were male priests. Female 
dissatisfaction with the existing social order was expressed through 
songs and acts during the female initiation rites and sometimes on the 
sidelines during kgotla meetings, scolding men for their the laziness and 
their failure to work for their families. These acts of discontent, 
however, were merely symbolic and hardly heard by men. Through 
them, the women's work ethic was glorified. This made their acceptance 
of subservience a point of pride (Kinsman 1983:49,51). 
Individual women who resisted their subordinate position were 
severely beaten and only sorcery was an effective means of female 
revenge.10 However, men controlled more effective means of 
repression. The only real escape from harsh and unbearable 
circumstances was to flee and either return to the parental compound or 
live a life in destitution and beggary. Ultimately, the male means of 
repressing women were more effective than female means of resistance, 
and furthermore elderly women assisted men in disciplining women 
(Ibid. 1983:52). 
The whole complex of land allocation, socialization, inaccessibility of 
the political arena for women and means of repression forced women 
into a subordinate role as servants for the community. 
Women are on the whole regarded as socially inferior to 
men, and in Tswana law are always treated as minors. 
Before marriage a woman must submit to the authority of 
her father or guardian, while after marriage she comes 
under the control of her husband, and, on his death, of some 
other male member of his family. (Schapera 1970:28) 
Although women had a secondary position, women's labour and 
procreative capacity was nevertheless highly valued. How was this lower 
status of women secured? Which mechanisms were at work? Women's 
labour and procreative capacity were highly valued, since the prestige of 
10
 According to Jansen in her study on women in an Algerian town, sorcery is a 
weak weapon, since it is performed by individuals. Sorcery does not address 
accepted forms of dominance, only situations of extreme abuse (1987:119). In 
chapter 4 the occurrence and meaning of sorcery and witchcraft in the Bamangwato 
context is elaborated upon. 
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a household rested on its size and, more importantly, on the number of 
workers it contained (Wylie 1990:30). Women's work in the household 
fields and in the fields of the chief was essential for the production of 
the staple foods sorghum and maize and, hence, for the survival of the 
community. 
Consequently, it seems that the marriage system, the practise of 
polygyny and the exchange of women for cattle are crucial indicators of 
women's important economic role. Boserup has enumerated the 
economic aspects coupled with polygyny and brideprice. She showed 
that a man with several wives could control more land, produce more 
food for the family and achieve a higher status due to accumulated 
wealth. In those regions of the world where women do most of the 
agricultural work, a brideprice is paid for women. The brideprice also 
indicates the important economic value of women for the family and the 
community (Boserup 1970:37-51). 
The significance of women as a central economic resource of pré-
colonial Tswana society coupled with a secondary status, needs 
explanation. Therefore I introduce a conceptual framework which 
analyses gender relations in this specific historic and geographical 
context. In this framework the economic value of women is coupled 
with the socio-economic organization rationale of pre-capitalist Southern 
African populations. Here there may be an explanation of why women 
have a secondary position and are exchanged for cattle. 
2.3 An economic analysis of changes in gender relations 
In two studies on women and gender in pre-capitalist Southern Africa 
Guy (1987, 1990) indicates that a relatively homogeneous gender system 
operated throughout the region, where production was based upon a 
combination of pastoralism and agriculture (see also Kuper 1982:158-
162). In these studies Guy seeks to answer the question why, in the 
literature on Southern African fanning societies, 'the drive to accumulate 
and the association of accumulation with power and wealth, cannot be 
assumed as an unproblematic, universal feature' (1987:21). 
He refers to the preoccupation of different authors with three 
issues when analyzing Southern Africa's pre-capitalist societies. The 
issues primary to the literature on this region are, firstly, the centrality 
of the creation of human beings and the direct control of their labour as 
a social objective in these societies; secondly, the crucial importance of 
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cattle as a social feature linked to the control of labour; and, thirdly, the 
importance of cattle linked to the practice of bride-wealth in marriage. 
What is missing, though, according to Guy, is a comprehensive 
analysis of 'the evidence on cattle and women in these pre-capitalist 
societies, and the role they played in the productive process, and the 
way in which this was incorporated into the social structure' (1987:21). 
Therefore he searches for a material base in these pre-capitalist societies 
which can help to explain the correlation of the central features of these 
societies: the control of labour, the exchange of women and the 
accumulation of cattle. 
Guy adheres to a historical materialistic approach and as such 
emphasizes the centrality of production and, thus, of the economic 
determinants which regulate the organization of a society. In this 
approach the sphere of reproduction, which includes both biological 
procreation and reproduction of the social organization of the society, is 
secondary to the sphere of production. His analysis has similar 
shortcomings to that of Von Werlhof (1984), Bennholdt-Thomsen (1985) 
and Mies (1986) referred to in the introduction of this study when 
discussing the concept of housewifization. There I stated that the line of 
thought followed by the three authors presents a rather economic and 
macro-oriented view on development processes. Women seem to be an 
undivided category and passive objects of change. 
Although Guy's framework shows the same weakness, he includes 
the social organization of kinship, sexuality, production and reproduction 
on the micro level. Therefore I decided to use his framework as it might 
initiate an explanation for the secondary position of women. What are 
the central arguments in Guy's framework and to what extent can they 
offer an initial explanation? 
Guy argues that these Southern African societies were not 
organized following a kind of universal social principle, i.e. to 
accumulate wealth and power, as is assumed in most other literature on 
this region, from the earliest travellers' accounts to the most recent 
anthropological studies. Ways of thought derived from capitalism and 
analysis of capitalism impose basic assumptions, which are not 
necessarily universally valid for all societies. 
Instead, he states that the procreation of human beings and the 
indirect control of their labour is the social objective of pre-capitalist 
tribal societies, given the low level of population, soil fertility and 
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technology." In other words, he argues that the accumulation of labour 
represents the social dynamic and structures of these kinds of pre-ca-
pitalist societies (Guy 1987:19-21).12 Control of labour was vested in 
the hands of men and passed from father to son. Which explanation does 
Guy offer for this control of labour and the sexual division of labour? 
Cultivation and cattle raising were the main economic activities in 
this region, supplemented with the gathering of wild plants and fruits by 
women and hunting by men. Land was communal property and each 
married man was entitled to a piece of land for his household. The 
husband allocated arable land to his wife or wives, to be worked by 
them with their children. 
In order to establish or expand a household a man needed a wife. 
Cattle were the means of exchange in most transactions. Thus, the 
number of cattle owned by a household reflected its wealth and status, 
its potential to acquire one or more wives and, consequently, their 
labour. With women, access to the products of their labour was assured, 
i.e. agricultural production and reproduction of labour in the form of 
children. Therefore, women were the most precious objects of exchange 
and control in these societies (Guy 1990:40; see also Rubin 1975:173-
175). 
Guy continues his analysis by demonstrating that in the communal 
systems in Southern Africa access to land was not a problem, but access 
to labour was. This fact offers an explanation for men's control over 
women's labour and products of their fertility. The bulk of labour was 
needed to produce the subsistence base. Cereal production and gathering 
wild fruits and plants absorbed most of the labour time. These tasks 
were performed by women with the help of children. 
Since surplus agricultural production was limited in this region, no 
basis for substantial social differentiation existed. Agricultural yields 
were mostly consumed in the family. The social differentiation that 
existed was along gender and age lines and Guy even goes as far as to 
argue that women and children formed the subordinate class, since 
women and children were denied access to cattle. The dominant class 
" See also Meillassoux, 1972: 'Control over subsistence is not the control of the 
means of production but of the means of physiological reproduction, used to 
reproduce the life of the human producer' (1972:100). 
12
 Guy argues that differences between Southern Africa's pre-capitalist farming 
societies may have existed, but they were differences of degree and not in kind 
(1987:21). 
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consisted of married men/household heads, who controlled the means of 
production: land, cattle and women (Guy 1987:23-24).13 
In contrast to girls, boys passed in the course of their lifetime 
from the subordinate group to the dominant group. Guy even speaks of a 
class conflict at the level of the household when referring to the struggle 
of women trying to escape their fate. He points to the many references 
in historical sources of wives in flight from their demanding husbands, 
daughters escaping from unwanted marriages, often with much older 
men, and groups of sons searching for mothers and sisters (Ibid. 
1987:25).14 
Men in general and the chiefs and headmen in particular were in a 
position to expand their authority and wealth through the tribute system 
and their access to cattle. Tributes could take different forms, like 
military service and hunting for men or agricultural labour in their 
superiors' fields for women. Thus tributes were an extended means of 
controlling a workforce, consisting both of young and poor men and all 
women. The superiors could, furthermore, distribute cattle among their 
male dependents to enable them to acquire women for marriage and to 
establish their own household, creating relations of debt and dependency 
within the society. 
Women from the chiefs and headmen's households were more 
expensive, a factor also contributing to the capacity to accumulate 
wealth. This implies a differentiation in the dominant class. According 
to Guy this differentiation between chiefs and common household heads 
was a differentiation in degree and not in kind. All women, regardless 
their rank, were involved both in housework and cultivation, and 
women's food production was fundamental to the existence of society. 
The latter absorbed massive amounts of labour, which was controlled by 
men. Thus, in fact all male activities were supplementary to female 
agricultural labour and the control of this labour was the central feature 
of society (Ibid. 1987:26-28; 1990:35). 
Since in this pre-capitalist society rather than the production of 
things, the production of human beings was central for the survival of 
the community, and this capacity is vested in women, it was necessary 
to control women's fertility. According to Guy, specifically the control 
11
 The term 'dominant class' is used by Guy, in which he includes all married 
men. 
14
 Unfortunately, Guy does not refer to explicit sources, which could be 
consulted to assess how commonly women fled. 
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of women's fertility through marriage ала brideprice lay at the heart of 
the organisation of society (1990:41). Therefore a distinction has to be 
made between sexuality and fertility; sexual maturity and the possibility 
of physical reproduction could be a threat to and undermine the existing 
power structure and had to be controlled. 
One way to control fertility was through initiation rites and the 
subsequent organization of regiments, age sets of young women and 
men, who had gone through the same rite of passage to enter adulthood. 
Women were entitled to marry after initiation, when marriage 
negotiations would be started or finalised. Young men came into a phase 
of transition: chiefs, headmen and fathers competed for control of their 
labour, while they themselves strived to become independent household 
heads and members of the dominant class (Guy 1987:31-32). 
With the introduction of capitalism young men could escape this 
transitional phase and become independent income earners through wage 
labour and disrupt the relationship of control over labour, passed on 
from father to son. While formerly chiefs and fathers competed for the 
labour of women and unmarried men, new capitalist relations under 
colonialism increasingly absorbed the young men. Guy states that under 
these new relations women's labour became even more exploited, as 
female subsistence production subsidized low wages and women's 
mobility to engage in wage labour was hindered by laws and sanctions 
(1987:31-36). 
Finally, Guy claims that the production of human beings as a 
central social feature of society became replaced by the production of 
things, commodities, the products of labour.15 Consequently, new forms 
of production relations subverted married men's control of the creation 
and accumulation of labour and, thus, of women. 
Summarizing, women's subjugation in this region took a special 
form and although it appears that cattle were the central asset of wealth 
and status, they were just the means of obtaining it. Cattle were owned 
by men and were the means of serving the main goal of these societies: 
the accumulation of people rather than goods. Due to lack of material 
production these societies were centred around human reproduction: 
subsistence production and women's childbearing capacity (Guy 
1990:37-38). 
11
 Commoditization refers to the process of goods and services becoming a 
commodity, produced for and exchanged on the market. 
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Concentration on the accumulation of people comes to an end 
when accumulation of things becomes a central feature of society. This 
implies that with the introduction of capitalism the organisation of a 
society and its specific gender relations change accordingly (Ibid. 
1990:43-44). When reasoning along this line, with women and men 
defined as opposite classes, Guy suggests that the faster the economic 
basis of the society changes, the greater the disruption to the existing 
gender relations. A new stratification of the society develops, not along 
gender lines, as in the pre-capitalist societies in this region but along 
class lines as in capitalist societies. 
Can Guy's dynamic preliminary framework function as a tool to 
study and understand changes in the essential features and, importantly 
for my study, gender relations of pre-capitalist Tswana society? 
2.4 Gender relations in pre-capitalist Botswana 
Here the usefulness of the framework presented above is assessed by 
examining the significance of marriage, brideprice, cattle, women's 
fertility and subsistence agriculture. As indicated in the introduction, 
written sources on pre-capitalist Botswana are scarce and they barely 
deal with gender relations. The first extensive anthropological research 
with special reference to female-male relations was by Isaac Schapera, 
who stayed in Botswana regularly from the late 1920s. In particular his 
elaborate ethnographic studies of the Tswana offer a unique source when 
dealing with the transformation of the position of women over the last 
150 years, notwithstanding the limitation that he began studying the 
Tswana when they had already seen over half a century of colonial 
influence. His work on laws and customs relate to the official rules and 
regulations, offering a considerable insight into the social organization of 
pre-colonial Botswana and its marriage system.16 
Marriage and brideprice 
Marriage according to the Tswana is designed primarily for 
bearing children; and if a woman fails in this important duty 
16
 See the bibliography for an extensive reference of Schapera's work used for 
this study. 
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her lot is hard. She receives little sympathy as a rule; her 
husband neglects or ill-treats her; she is scorned by other 
men and ridiculed by her own sex. (Schapera 1970a: 155) 
The destiny for women was marriage and motherhood. To be married, 
though, was not a single event, on the contrary. Marriage in pre-
capitalist Botswana was a process, which was completed when bogadi, 
the brideprice, was paid and the bride moved to her in-laws compound. 
But to be able to marry certain conditions had to be observed. Firstly, 
the boys and girls should have been initiated. Secondly, the two families 
concerned had to come to a mutual agreement via patio, a series of 
formal negotiations. Thirdly, the bogadi, brideprice in the form of cattle, 
had to be transferred to the bride's family (Schapera 1970a: 127-
130; 148). " 
During bojale, the harsh initiation rites for women, senior women 
introduced girls to matters concerning womanhood, domestic and 
agricultural activities, sex and proper behaviour towards men. Young 
women who went through the same ceremony were organized as 
women's regiments. These regiments could be called upon to work for 
the chief or the community, like the male regiments, formed during 
bogwera, the initiation ceremony for boys. By going through these 
initiation ceremonies girls and boys entered adulthood as proper women 
and men, obliged to obey the laws and customs of the community 
(Schapera 1970a: 176-177). 
Marriage agreements established via patio not only a new 
relationship between a man and a woman, but also a strengthening of 
relations between two families. Cross-cousin marriages, in particular, 
were preferred, as a means of keeping cattle wealth within the family 
group. Marriage created a series of reciprocal obligations between the 
two families, such as assistance with work, exchange of food and gifts 
and active intervention in the event of severe arguments between the 
married couple. If there were unsolvable problems a divorce was 
possible, provided that the cattle paid for bogadi were returned to the 
family of the husband. Should the woman be barren, she could provide a 
17
 Molokomme (1991:48-49) refers to a discussion on the essential requirements 
of a valid Tswana marriage. This discussion concentrated on the question whether 
the emphasis of Schapera on bogadi, brideprice, is not too legalistic. Here the 
standpoint is taken that traditionally all three conditions were equally important to 
the marriage process to make the marriage valid. 
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Substitute to fill the house with children. However, as long as a woman 
stayed at her husband's compound he could not demand the return of 
bogadi (Ibid. 1970a:140-155). 
Before bogadi was transferred from the husband's family to the 
father of the bride, the couple lived together for a period of time of 
living together, called raíala, in a hut specially set aside for them in the 
girl's parents' compound. The boy would return to his parents' home 
during the day and spend the night with his wife-to-be. Ideally this 
period would last until a child was born. Only then was the bogadi paid 
and did the couple move to the husband's home and finally complete the 
marriage (Schapera 1978:118)." The system of raíala indicates that not 
sexuality as such, but fertility had to be controlled. 
In the old days the child of an unmarried girl, who was not 
betrothed, would often be killed at birth and would otherwise live a life 
full of humiliation and insults (Ibid. 1970a:171). Children bom within 
wedlock were highly valued and all children, no matter who their natural 
father was, were considered the legal offspring of the husband, since by 
the transfer of bogadi, the woman's whole reproductive capacity was 
transferred to his family. If the husband died, the wife could be taken 
over by another male member of his family, because of the rights 
acquired over her by the payment of bogadi. Any children bom of this 
union were considered the legal offspring of her late husband and 
accordingly entitled to share his inheritance (Ibid. 1970a:164-165). 
The fact that all children bom within wedlock were considered the 
legal offspring of the husband, whether he was the natural father or not, 
demonstrates, once more, that the control of female fertility 
predominated control of female sexuality. Apparently, bogadi played a 
pivotal role in establishing not just marriage but in particular men's 
control over women's fertility. 
Bogadi consisted of large cattle only, though in some tribes small 
livestock, like sheep, but never goats, were also given. The bride's 
family had no say in the number of animals to be transferred (Schapera 
1984:41). Tswana bogadi in relation to average cattle holdings, though, 
was rather small, compared with other Southern African groups. This 
may have been the result of ecological circumstances as agricultural 
18
 This is the ideal situation. In practise the process of handing over the cattle 
could take many years. Nevertheless, the couple was considered to be married when 
the wife had moved to the husband's home. 
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yields were poor in the arid Tswana region (Kuper 1982:168)." Thus 
in these places where cultivation was less rewarding, women's value, 
expressed by the number of cattle for the brideprice, decreased. 
Cattle were the property of men. This can be best illustrated by 
the traditional inheritance rules through which the patrilinear system was 
maintained. The eldest son succeeded his father as the household head 
and inherited most of his cattle. The younger sons received a few head 
of cattle and the widow(s) and daughters none (Ibid. 1984:42-43). 
Consequently, male wealth to purchase women was kept under male 
control by inheritance laws. Fathers supplied their sons with bridewealth, 
and daughters were exchanged for wealth, which was used by the father 
to purchase new wives for himself or for his sons. Also superiors 
provided subordinates with bridewealth. In both instances, relations of 
debt and dependence were created (Schapera 1984:34-35; Kuper 
1982:160). 
If the phenomenon of the family is considered against the 
background of traditional Tswana society, the family had a specific 
meaning, both emotional and material. The extended family with mutual 
obligations of support was a unit of production and reproduction, 
organised around males control of female fertility. Both female labour 
and fertility were transferred from the father's authority to the husband's 
authority in a long process of ceremonies and negotiations. 
The sexual division of labour within this family system was rather 
strict and gender roles fairly distinct. Agriculture was the female domain 
of domestic production and women lived a considerable time away from 
the village, near their fields. Cattle was the male domain of social 
reproduction and herded far away from the village and the fields. 
Whereas women produced crops as the means of subsistence, men 
supervised cattle, the medium of exchange (Comaroff 1985:62-74). 
Moreover, women as legal minors could not take part in political 
affairs nor hold a political position. A woman who only gave daughters 
to her husband had failed in her most important duty of providing him 
with a son. Certain places in the village such as the kgotla, the village 
council place, and the cattle-kraal were normally inaccessible to women. 
19
 The relative importance of pastoralism and agriculture influences the extent of 
the bridewealth. Where agriculture is the main subsistence activity, like among the 
Southern Sotho, Tsonga and Lovedu, brideprices are high, while where agriculture is 
less significant, as among the Tswana and Kgalagari, brideprices are lower (Kuper 
1982:158). 
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Menstruation was associated with impurity and excluded women from 
taking part in ritual life. Only the practice of magic, as Schapera calls 
forms of traditional healing, was open to properly trained women 
(Schapera 1970a:28). 
What is missing in the historical material though, is any reference 
to women's opinion on this state of affairs. How did they view their 
secondary position? Did they view their position as subordinate? To 
what extent did they develop mechanisms to exercise their influence and 
their power to counteract male control? How much power could they 
wield due to their economic production? How independent did this make 
them from their husbands? 
Women's economic value 
According to Walker reciprocal systems of support and maintenance 
offered women emotional and economic security through the extended 
family support system (Walker 1990:30-31). Whether this social 
harmony and economic security was as safe and sure as suggested by 
Walker is doubtful. Rubin, for example, states that the exchange of 
women represents a fundamental principle of kinship, of the social 
relations within a community. However, the relations between men and 
women are not equal in this situation, since men exchange women. 
Therefore, kinship relations are not simply tokens of reciprocal alliances, 
but also reflect different economic, political and social interests (Rubin 
1975:177,207). I also showed this earlier when applying Guy's 
economic analysis of kinship relations to pre-capitalist Botswana. 
However, I suggest that women both valued their economic 
contribution as a point of pride, and resented the heavy workload 
involved. References to explicit opinions of women in the Tswana 
context, though, apart from references to scolding men for their laziness, 
during initiation rites and at the sidelines during court meetings, are 
virtually absent from the historical sources used for this study. This 
indicates a gender blindness on the part of the authors and their resulting 
neglect of women as active members of the community, albeit with a 
secondary status. 
I also question the degree of economic security provided by the 
extended family with regard to women's economic production. As the 
main food providers, women provided the most economic security for 
men and not the other way round. In spite of this, surplus production 
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was limited due to environmental circumstances. Although women were 
the main producers, the products of their labour on their own fields 
being mainly consumed within the household, they could sell any 
surplus. The products of their labour in the chiefs fields were 
appropriated by him. 
Nevertheless, women seem to have had a certain access to 
property. Among the Ngwato, an unmarried woman living with her 
parents could have a field of her own. Part of the yield would be added 
to the household supply, part of it she could sell. When she married, 
however, the field did not go with her to her new home (Schapera 
1970a:203). Also among the Ngwato a daughter was given one or more 
heifers on marriage by her father, if he could afford it. The husband 
might give her some cattle too, which were inherited by her children 
(Ibid. 1970a:216). However, she could not sell the cattle without the 
permission of her husband. If this permission was granted, part of the 
revenue would be given to the husband as compensation for herding her 
cattle. 
Trade existed in terms of exchange of pots, baskets, wooden 
utensils, grain, meat, small livestock, fowl, hoes and spears. Schapera 
does not refer, though, to the role of women in these exchange relations. 
He only speaks about men in this context (Ibid. 1970a:241-244). 
However, elsewhere he states that each married woman owned her own 
hut, including the furniture and the household utensils, and could freely 
dispose of the movable items (Ibid. 1970a:216,220,228). Hence, it is 
difficult to assess women's economic importance in trade, but women 
could exchange goods and surplus yields. 
In summary, women had some economic independence, they did 
most of the work in agriculture, which they had to supplement with 
gathering, due to an uncertain environment. These activities drew 
mothers, children and female kin away from villages and towns for long 
periods of time. But it is hard to asses to what extent this made them 
independent from their husbands. In major transactions, such as the sale 
of cattle, they needed the consent of their husband. To what extent the 
other transactions yielded them autonomy is hard to assess, due to a lack 
of references in the literature. 
Men, on the other hand, participated in political and legal 
processes, and their world was centred on the chiefly court. In fact, they 
constructed the social body of the society and as such controlled its 
management (see also Comaroff 1992:42). Seemingly, women had little 
influence on the organization of society. These separate male and female 
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domains reflect separate women's and men's worlds, in which men 
apparently yielded most power. Women represented such a great 
economic value for men, that they were closely controlled, both 
economically and socially. 
2.5 Concluding remarks 
Returning to Guy's conceptual framework for studying gender systems 
in this region, it shows quite some validity considering the Tswana laws 
and customs related to marriage, brideprice, the sexual division of labour 
and the social organization of society. In pre-capitalist Tswana society 
women's reproductive labour was controlled by men by means of the 
exchange of women for cattle. Cattle were an expression of wealth and 
the means to obtain women. Cattle were owned by men, and all marital 
laws secured the right of men to control women. 
The household was based on an extended family group, headed by 
the family patriarch, and to a certain extent provided economic security 
and social harmony. Men had the legal power to control women's labour 
and fertility, and women could only escape their potential harsh fate by 
fleeing to nearby communities, ultimately becoming outcasts and 
destitute. The status of a betrothed woman who lived in the parental 
compound before she moved to her husband's compound is not referred 
to as a female-headed household. On the contrary, as long as the woman 
lived there, she was subject to the authority of the patriarch of the 
household. She had access to a field (like Bamangwato women), and 
could sell part of any surplus she produced, but this did not render her 
an independent position. 
Thus, if historical sources are accurate, it might be concluded that 
procreation, or the production of human beings, was at the centre of the 
organisation of society in pre-capitalist Botswana too, and that gender 
relations were shaped accordingly. This suggests that changes in this 
primary feature of society also had their effect on gender relations as 
Guy has stated. 
However, economic features predominate social features in Guy's 
framework. The control of the material base of society, by which Guy 
means human labour, is the central feature of the society. It is not 
human labour in general, but specifically women's labour which is 
controlled. Thus, women's labour is considered to be an economic asset 
controlled by men. By labelling men as the dominant and women as the 
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subordinate class, women are pictured as victims of male domination. 
He does not separate different groups of women, although differences 
seem to have existed according to rank and age. For women in richer 
households a higher brideprice had to be paid, and older women had a 
different position to that of younger women, through such tasks as the 
distribution of crops within the household. 
Moreover, according to Guy, changes in the social organization of 
the society are determined by changes in the material base, changing 
from control of human labour to control of things, of commodities. I 
suggest that changes in the social organization of the society, i.e. 
kinship, sexuality and socialization, are of another order compared to 
changes in the material base. In other words, changes in production and 
changes in reproduction may be related, but they also have both their 
own dynamic. 
Here I agree with the position taken by Den Uyl, who states that 
reproduction is not necessarily linked with and subject to production. 
She proposes considering reproduction as an independent concept, which 
refers to survival, continued existence and socialization of human 
communities. In this way, reproductive relations refer to human values, 
emotions and activities which are directed towards the continuity of 
humans and human societies as a whole, both by procreation and 
socialization of new human beings (Den Uyl 1992:36).20 
Capitalist developments, though, seem to be accompanied by the 
subsumption of reproduction relations within production relations. But 
by considering women's circumstances, like women's labour and the 
position of women in the community solely from a economic or 
productive point of view, the overall position of women as mother, wife 
and worker disappears. According to Rubin: 'Kinship relations and 
marriage are always parts of total social systems, and are always tied 
into economic and political arrangements' (1975:207). 
Therefore, changes both in kinship and marriage systems, and in 
economic and political arrangements reshape the meaning of gender. 
Hence, the changes in reproduction relations demand as much attention 
as changes in production. I choose to consider changes in both spheres 
20
 Den Uyl suggests that the ideological preoccupation in Western sciences with 
the sphere of production is responsible for the fact that in the theoretical analysis of 
the position of women the focus has been more on changes in production relations 
than on reproduction relations (1992:36). 
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as equally important and hope in this way to avoid endless discussion as 
to which is more important. 
In this chapter I have examined the historical context of 
economic, political and kinship relations. The position of women as 
legal and social minors, the sexual division of labour and the 
significance of both women's productive and reproductive labour have 
been assessed. The importance of marriage and brideprice in particular 
have been analyzed for their significance in organizing both production 
and reproduction relations. Moreover, women's economic value as a 
central asset for the pre-capitalist Tswana society has been studied. It is 
against this background that I analyze the emergence of female-headed 
households and the current position of women. 
In order to assess to what extent changes in both the spheres of 
production and reproduction have caused changes in gender roles, 
leading to the current large number of unmarried mothers and female 
household heads, the impact of colonization has to be examined. What 
was the impact of colonization on gender relations at the household 
level and which other influences can be discerned? To answer these 
questions it is necessary to continue the historical analysis and assess the 
influence of both Christianity and colonization as far as gender relations 
are concerned. This is done in the next chapter. 
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CHAPTER 3 
CHANGING GENDER ROLES 
3.1 Introduction 
The breakdown of family life is one of the great debating 
points of the village. Of all the tribes living in Botswana, 
none has experienced so much change and upheaval as the 
Bamangwato.... Nowhere is this more evident than in family 
life in Serowe. This breakdown effects men and women of 
the age groups from forty to fifty and all the young people 
who follow on after them, so much so, that most mothers 
are unmarried mothers with children who will never know 
who their real father is. Out of every one hundred children 
bom in Serowe, three on the average are legitimate; the rest 
are illegitimate...today there is a gaping hole in the fabric of 
society. Its main victims are women who now rear large 
families of children on their own, outside the security of 
marriage. (Head 1981:58-59) 
According to Bessie Head the breakdown of the family was almost 
complete among the Bamangwato at the end of the 1970s. The high 
number of single women, rearing large families on their own, indicates a 
radical change in marriage customs compared to the situation in pre-
Christianized and pre-capitalist Tswana society as described in the 
previous chapter. 
There I suggested that the economic model offered by Guy 
(1987;1990) provides concepts to study the change of women's 
subordination over time. He argues that to understand the changing 
position of women in Southern African societies 'the way in which 
production took place, who participated in production, and how their 
participation was controlled, together with an examination of the form in 
which surplus was produced and how it was appropriated from those 
who created it' must be analyzed (Ibid. 1990:34). 
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Following his line of reasoning I stated that in pre-capitalist 
Tswana society surplus took the form of female labour. The central 
drive of society was to regulate women's labour and fertility, the 
capacity of creating more labour power, since the principal characteristic 
of these societies was the survival of the community and not the 
accumulation of wealth through commodities. This regulation of labour 
operated foremost through the marriage process with its strict laws and 
customs. With the erosion of the central feature of the Tswana society, 
i.e. the control of women's labour power (and young and poor men), the 
social organization of the society and, thus, the position of women, 
changed fundamentally. 
Complementing this rather economic line of thought, I suggested 
that changes in the social organization of Tswana society, especially the 
organization of reproduction relations, depend not only on changes in 
the material base, but also have their own dynamics. How then did 
changes in the spheres of production and reproduction stimulate the 
growth of unmarried motherhood and the emergence of female-headed 
households? How did the breakdown of the family, as referred to by 
Head in the opening quotation of this chapter, come about? 
In this chapter I describe the background against which the phenomena 
of single mothers, and of new types of households, headed by women, 
could emerge as an outcome of changes in the traditional social 
organisation of the Bamangwato society, including its elaborate marital 
system. As it is well documented elsewhere, the overall process of 
colonisation is not dealt with extensively when assessing the factors that 
transformed the social organization of this society and its gender 
relations (see e.g. Mackenzie 1871 & 1887; Schapera 1947, 1970a & 
1970b; Sillery 1965 & 1974; Tlou & Campbell 1984). Only those 
elements relevant to this discussion are mentioned. 
This chapter deals mostly with 'Khama's country', the 
Bamangwato nation which is now called Central District (see Parsons 
1974;1977). The position of women during the past 100 years is 
highlighted as far as written sources allow me to do so: references to 
women and female-male relations were rather scarce up to the beginning 
of this century. 
First the meaning of Christianity and the impact of 
Christianization are outlined. The impact of Christianization, absent in 
Guy's framework, receives considerable attention here, since the 
influence of missionaries, the forebearers of colonization, had far-
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reaching effects on marital relations. Marriage customs and laws came 
under particular pressure, as Christian norms and values clashed with 
Tswana norms and values. 
Secondly, the effect of economic changes on gender relations are 
analyzed. The impact of trade, wage labour and migration on changes in 
production relations in general, and its consequences for the position of 
subsistence farming (the domain of women) and the marital process in 
particular, are presented. 
Thirdly, the social disruption caused by the combined impact of 
both the ideological changes advocated by Christianity and the material 
changes caused by the introduction of a cash economy are discussed. 
Here I focus on the effects of large scale male migration, and on the 
growing acceptance of unmarried motherhood. 
Finally I assess the emergence of single women. The female-
headed household, as distinct from male-headed households, could only 
emerge as a separate type after Independence in 1966. Here I focus both 
on the diminishing role of women's subsistence production, and on the 
profound diversification of the national economy, and the resulting 
implications for the transformation of the single woman into a female 
head of household. 
3.2 Christianity and changes in marriage customs 
At the beginning of the nineteenth century missionaries tried to establish 
mission posts within the borders of temporary Botswana. They initially 
failed. The difaqane, the period of conquest and chaos when numerous 
peoples were drifting in Southern Africa during the first half of the 18th 
century, and the intrusion of the Boers, resulted in a period of 
instability.1 The Tswana, like many other populations, sought protection 
for the forces that threatened them, such as the expansionist goals of the 
Boers and other dominant groups competing for precious land. The 
rulers wanted weapons to protect themselves and since traders in guns 
and ammunition often came along with missionaries, the latter were 
requested to settle in the midst of the 19th century among the Tswana. 
1
 Difaqane is the term used by Tlou and Campbell (1984:113). Morton, Murray 
and Ramsay use the term mfecane for the same period of 'general quake', as they 
call this period of invasions, raids and wars in the early nineteenth century (1989:76-
77). 
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Hence the first missionaries, who settled initially in the south of 
contemporary Botswana, were able to expand their mission posts further 
north (Tlou and Campbell 1984:110-113;129-131). 
The missionaries acted as the forerunners of European 
colonization. After learning the language, they tried converting the 
leader or chief, to have easier access (via his ruling power) to his 
subordinates. They were nearly always followed by traders, white 
settlers and finally colonial administrators (see Qunta 1987:187-189). 
This is exactly what happened among the Bamangwato. 
The first missionary to preach to the Bamangwato, in around 
1842, was David Livingstone, member of the London Missionary 
Society (LMS).2 He was followed by the first white trader of 
significance, Gordon Cumming, a fellow Scot who visited the 
Bamangwato for several years and exchanged elephant tusks for 
muskets, extending an already developing trade network of ivory toward 
the Cape. The expansion of this trade in ivory, karosses and ostrich 
feathers in exchange for beads, copper wire, cloths, weapons, 
ammunition and guns, marked the beginning of a new era of long-
distance trade with the Cape and the introduction of a cash economy 
(Parsons 1974:651-652).3 The missionaries, on the other hand, acted 
both as protectors of local interests, as interpreters and negotiators for 
the chiefs, and as representatives on behalf of the church, meddling in 
domestic and religious affairs. 
The missionaries of the LMS established a strong position among 
the Bamangwato from 1862 onwards with assistance of chief Khama, 
who was baptised, and who became a devoted Christian. Fierce 
resistance to new norms and values initially took place. As a young 
convert, Khama's refusal to take part in the initiation ceremonies of his 
2
 The London Missionary Society (LMS) was the most successful of the 
missionary churches in Botswana. The LMS was founded in London in 1795 and 
depended on Congregationalist ministers for its mission work. From its base in 
Kuruman in the northern Cape the LMS started its work among the Tswana from the 
1820s. During the second half of that century the Society founded mission posts 
among three major Tswana groups, i.e. the Bamangwato (1862), the Bangwaketse 
(1871) and the Batawana (1872). LMS missionaries favoured British rule and 
opposed Boer and Cape colonialism. The Bamangwato chief Khama was the 
favourite of the Society's converts (Morton, Murray and Ramsay 1989:69). 
3
 A kaross is a mantle of animals' skins with the hair on; the word kaross is 
from Afrikaans. 
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age group and his later unwillingness to assist in these rituals, had led to 
internal clashes between those local rulers who adhered to conventional 
customs (like chief Khama's father), and those who wanted to do away 
with the customs. These internal clashes, finally, resulted in Khama 
overthrowing his father in 1875. With Khama in power from 1872 to 
1873 and from 1875 to 1923, missionaries were able to advance their 
message with little difficulty. The LMS missionaries were not hindered 
by competing churches, as Khama refused to admit other missionaries 
like from the Lutheran church (Schapera 1970b: 122,120 note 4,267). 
As will be illustrated later, Khama became both a dutiful Christian 
and a vigorous ruler who attempted, with advice on political and 
religious matters from the missionaries, to direct and control economic 
changes for the benefit of himself and his nation. First, I will outline the 
impact of western Christian religion on traditional laws and customs. 
The missionaries perceived Tswana society as a primitive 'moral 
wasteland', with its 'promiscuity', 'drunken indulgence' and lack of 
'properly bounded nuclear families'. Their bourgeois ideal of 
domesticity was violated by the 'unnatural' sexual division of labour, 
with the women as 'beasts of burden' who were 'scratching the face of 
the earth', and the men as 'lazy lords of creation' (Comaroff 1992:40-
48). 
They saw it as their task to change this 'savage' state of affairs, to 
encourage men to enter into agricultural production and to grow 
sufficient surpluses by introducing the plough, and so to link them 
through trade with the 'civilized' world. Domestic life, therefore, had to 
be changed, to put everything in its 'proper' place, with women 
confined to their 'natural' task of housekeeping and childrearing (Ibid. 
1992:49-59). 
The missionaries used their position as interpreters and negotiators 
to usurp the central role of the medicine men and priests, who were the 
most important advisers to political leaders. The latter could use their 
major political and moral charisma for the collective rejection of foreign 
influence and as such hindered the missionaries religious and social 
aspirations. The missionaries had to break their power to be able to 
introduce new values and to do away with 'pagan' customs (Fako 
1985:195). 
To convert the Tswana to Christianity, missionaries like 
Mackenzie, who lived and worked in Shoshong, the royal capital of the 
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Bamangwato, during the 1880s, had decided that they first had to make 
the country British: 
Missionary prejudice favoured British rule, and the 
promotion of their own interests required British rule. So 
Mackenzie observed in 1876: 'On the whole, the old feudal 
power of the native chiefs is opposed to Christianity; and 
the people who are living under English law are in a far 
more advantageous position as to the reception of the 
Gospel then when they were living in their own heathen 
towns surrounded by all its thralls and sanctions. (Maylam 
1986:122) 
By manipulating the chiefs of the major tribes, and through political 
lobbying in Britain, this attempt was successful in 1885, but it took until 
1891 before the British assumed political sovereignty over the 
Bechuanaland Protectorate (Parsons 1974:658). 
The traditional political system for administering the internal 
affairs of the indigenous people was left intact, whereas external affairs 
became increasingly a British colonial task. It was in this political 
environment that missionaries had ample room to use their influence to 
obstruct indigenous laws and customs at the local level and to take over 
the advisory role of traditional priests. 
This opened the way for far reaching changes in the social 
organization of Ngwato society: 
Among the Ngwato, Kgama introduced so many changes 
that the people themselves sometimes draw a distinction 
between 'traditional Native law' and 'Kgama's law', 
although both are equally binding. Among other things, he 
accepted Christianity as the official religion of the tribe; 
abolished bogadi, and discouraged polygamy among the 
Ngwato proper, although not among his subject 
communities; abolished the bogwera and bojale, 
rainmaking, and many other tribal ceremonies; prohibited 
the sale, manufacture, and drinking of Kaffir beer and any 
other intoxicating liquor throughout his territory; regulated 
the sale of com and breeding-cattle to European traders; 
modified the customary rules of inheritance so that 
daughters should also inherit cattle; prohibited the 
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movement of wagons through the village on Sunday; and 
officially protected certain game animals. (Schapera 
1970a:43-44)" 
Hence, while he was chief, influenced by Christian morals and ethics, he 
did away with central features of his own society. As indicated in the 
above quotation, most customs related to the marriage process were 
either abolished or discouraged, like bogadi, brideprice, in 1875; 
initiation rites, bojale for girls and bogwera for boys, in 1877; and 
polygamy in 1896. Inheritance laws were also modified by 1889; women 
could inherit cattle and daughters should be given some cattle at 
marriage (Ibid. 1970b: 135,138,145,168). 
It was the missionaries who primarily opposed polygamy, 
initiation rites and brideprice. With the support of the chief, the 
missionaries forbade their converts to have more than one wife, and 
women belonging to the church were not allowed to become the wife of 
a 'polygamist'. Khama often intervened when a man wanted to marry 
additional wives (Schapera 1970a: 13-14). Although Khama opposed 
polygamy and discouraged it, he did not in fact prohibit it, as can be 
read from this statement for a Government Commission in 1904: 
So far as polygamy is concerned, I have spoken to some of 
the younger men in the tribe who have taken several wives 
and told them they have a church in their village and a 
Missionary among them, and they should not take more 
than one wife, but my words seem to be unwelcome to the 
people, (cited in: Schapera 1970b: 135) 
The abolition of initiation rites did not occur smoothly either, as 
indicated above when referring to Khama overthrowing his father. Most 
of the missionaries considered these ceremonies to be very immoral. The 
extent to which they resented the initiation ceremonies, especially those 
of women, can be read from the letters from Reverend J.D. Hepburn, 
* The inheritance problems over Khama's own legacy in 1927 reveal the 
discrepancy between stated innovations and actual implementation. In his will 
Khama left his daughter £ 100 while the rest of his estate went to her brother 
Sekgoma. His daughter Mmakhama disputed the will and demanded her share, 
referring to the innovations of the inheritance law (S 4/1 1927). 
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who stayed for twenty years among the Bamangwato, mainly in their 
first capital Shoshong: 
The nights at Shoshong during the first few years of our 
residence there were indescribably painful. Now and again 
the mournful wailing for the dead would mingle with the 
cries of some poor maltreated wife, or slave, who had been 
unfortunate enough to spill the husband's or master's 
supper. Again, the weird beat of the drum, accompanying 
the monotonous chant of the young girls, observing their 
abominable ceremony, would break upon our ear. For weeks 
at a time these girls would not be allowed to sleep. They 
were dressed in reeds, and the part of town where the orgies 
were carried on was considered sacred. Any one coming 
near might be stoned with impunity, and intruders could be 
put to death. On one occasion we were walking past the 
town, when suddenly we were surprised by a shower of 
stones...Truly, a cleansing was required; but if we had been 
told that within a few years later these horrible noises 
would give place to hymn singing, and those devilish 
ceremonies would be supplanted by quiet meetings for the 
reading and study of God's Word, and praise and prayer, 
we should have been slow to believe it. (Lyall 1895:11-12) 
The last initiation ceremonies among the Bamangwato were held in 
1876, although the regiment system persisted without the elaborate 
initiation rites (Schapera 1970b: 127). Instead, schools were started and 
religiously-based western education replaced the traditional educational 
and socializing rites, which formerly prepared girls and boys for 
adulthood. In other words, while the regimental system remained and 
regiments could be summoned to work for the community, the 
disciplinary and instructive nature of the initiation rites faded out. This 
offered especially girls the opportunity to engage in activities hitherto 
unavailable for them, like reading, writing and church activities. But it 
also confronted them with new role models, since the wives of 
missionaries personified a rather autonomous social position compared 
with Tswana women. 
Bogadi, brideprice, was another 'pagan' custom to be abolished by 
Khama under pressure by the missionaries of the LMS. They perceived 
the 'exchange' of women as humiliating. They especially opposed the 
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law that a woman whose husband died was not allowed to leave her 
husband's compound. Only if she had no children might a woman be 
sent back to her family, if the bogadi was returned. In this case she 
could remarry. It was preferred that a younger brother of the deceased 
husband or another male relative take over the widow as a wife.5 The 
children bom after his death and fathered by a male relative were still 
considered as those of her late husband. The same applied to a divorced 
woman, she could only remarry when the bogadi was returned to the 
former family-in-law. According to Christian morals every man should 
be the social father of his own biological child and the custom was 
therefore prohibited. According to historical sources this prohibition was 
rather effective (Schapera 1970a:145-146;164-166). 
This decision to abolish bogadi and the levirate was accompanied 
by a plea from the chief to allow women to bring cases like wife 
beating, other ill-treatment from a husband and adultery to the kgotla on 
her own. He used the Christian statement introduced by the missionaries 
that women should be the equals of men as a justification both to 
abolish bogadi and to advance women's rights (Head 1984:169-173). 
Unfortunately, to what extent women used these opportunities is not 
reported. 
Consequently, by the abolishment of bogadi and the levirate, 
women's reproductive power no longer moved permanently from the 
parental to the conjugal family. In other words, the abolishment of 
bogadi, the most important means of establishing kinship bonds and 
regulating women's productive and reproductive labour, meant that 
men's regulating power over women weakened. Moreover, with the 
political arena opening up for women, women could occupy a more 
independent social position in the society. In particular, the law that the 
widow and the daughters of a man without sons could inherit his cattle, 
instead of the nearest male agnate, offered women the chance to own 
cattle independently and, thus, to potentially live a rather self-reliant life. 
This does not mean that all Bamangwato were Christianized. In a 
report on Khama's country and people from 1895, the assistant 
commissioner John S. Moffat states that more than half of the people 
did not take an interest in the Christian teaching. He claims that they 
5
 The custom of a male agnate of a deceased husband taking over the 
responsibility for the widow is called 'levirate', while the term agnate refers to kin 
on the fathers/male side. 
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would immediately return to 'heathen customs' if the chiefs 
prohibitions were withdrawn (HC 129/2 1895:7). 
Other sources report clashes between baptized children and their 
parents who did not embrace Christianity, like the missionary Albert 
Jennings, who lived in Khama's country for eleven years. The abolition 
of bogadi particularly conflicted with traditional marriage customs, as 
can be seen from this quotation: 
And in the Bechuana tribes, as well as in the other subject 
races under Khama's rule, I have witnessed many pathetic 
struggles between the converted children of heathen parents 
and the system of Bogadi, and have bitter experience of the 
ruin, pain and misery caused to these young men and 
women by the claim of youthful Bogadi betrothal entered 
into by their parents in their tender years, which their 
Christian consciences would not allow them to ratify. 
Hundreds of young girls have been driven by bitter 
persecution and the severest cruelty and beatings to 
consummate the marriages arranged for them, and 
frequently when they were pledged to love matches of their 
own choice to the young Christian members of the Church. 
(Jennings 1933:25-26) 
The chiefs position, though, was so powerful that he could suppress 
major resistance to the changes imposed on his people. Other 
ceremonies were abolished or transformed into Christian rites too, like 
rain ceremonies. This eradication or transformation of central Ngwato 
laws, customs and ceremonies occurred simultaneously with changes in 
the productive sources of Ngwato society. 
While fundamental changes in gender relations were initiated in 
one domain, in the other domain the significance of the productive 
sources of the Ngwato society, i.e. of cattle, land and female labour, also 
changed. These changes could not, of course, take place without the 
combined effort of both the local leadership and the missionaries (the 
advance guard of colonial administration) to Christianize the 
Bamangwato and to bring socio-cultural values and practices more in 
line with western, Christian ideals. Khama was not only able to augment 
his political power with the assistance of the missionaries, but also 
expanded his economic power base, with rules regulating trade and 
commerce, from which he greatly benefitted. 
84 
33 The rìse and decline of trade and the introduction of wage 
labour 
During Khama's rule a complex process of political and economic 
changes was initiated. It was not only the intrusion of Boers, white 
traders and missionaries that initiated this process of differentiation in 
ranks and classes. It was also the result of a long period of local 
conflicts, fissions and fusions among and between ethnic groups and 
clans in this part of Africa.6 Nevertheless, these earlier influences of 
confrontations between local groups left the primary economic basis (i.e. 
the pastoral agricultural productive relations) unchanged in contrast with 
the fundamental transformations missionaries and traders introduced.7 
The arrival of traders and missionaries jeopardized the traditional 
political and economic base. As referred to above, the chiefs found new 
political allies in the persons of missionaries in order to resist external 
threats, like from the Boers in the south and the Ndebele in the north, 
and in order to control internal disputes.8 The external threats came 
from the continuing expansion of territorial control among the major 
ethnic groups and the Boers, first for grazing, and later for ivory, furs 
and ostrich feathers (Parsons 1974:651). Therefore, the relationships 
with traders and especially missionaries (with their contacts with the 
Boers and the British) were welcome, to settle disputes and prevent 
annexation by the Boers. 
The main internal threat was the question of ownership of cattle 
and the loyalty of aristocrats, commoners and newcomers. 
Conventionally only the dikgosana, the class of aristocrats, had legal 
property rights to cattle and to hunting products. These property rights 
6
 This indicates that pre-capitalist Tswana societies were not static, as alternate 
compositions also influenced the political and juridical systems. 
7
 The Ngwato chiefdom split off from the Kwena about 1790 and moved from 
near modern Gaborone to the north, to the Shoshong hills and the surrounding 
plains, where it most probably possessed cattle posts and a trade route to the north. 
Here the Bamangwato split again and a major section moved to the north-west 
(Parsons 1974:647). In this study I deal with the section that stayed in the central 
part of Botswana and expanded into a rather wealthy Ngwato nation at the tum of 
the nineteenth century. 
8
 For example, in 1863 the Bamangwato won the brief Ndebele-Ngwato war by 
its display of firearms and horses (Parsons 1974:650). 
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were extended to the class of bathlanka, the commoners, who obtained 
the right to handle economic transactions with traders without 
interference from the nobles. This change in cattle ownership settled 
disputes and civil wars over cattle, since the cattle of newcomers had 
previously been appropriated by the aristocracy. Thus, Khama solved 
this internal political instability by lifting the former royal claims of 
cattle ownership soon after he became chief (Parsons 1977:117).' 
Despite this, only the large cattle owners and serf owners were 
able to accumulate wealth through imported products in exchange for 
cattle and hunting products, leading to new forms of socio-economic 
stratification. Since Khama himself was the largest cattle and serf owner, 
his economic power increased. With the royal capital at the crossroad 
between Central and Southern Africa and his nation as the 'Suez Canal' 
of colonialism, as Parsons (1974, 1977) so aptly calls the location of the 
Ngwato nation, Khama's political and economic power increased. 
Cooperation with traders, and his privilege to command regiments to 
work for the community at large, gave him the opportunity to establish 
control over the external and internal market. 
First a mono-economy developed between 1875-1887, dependant 
on long-distance trade based on hunting products with the Cape, as 
indicated above. Khama introduced taxation for the white settlers, 
extracted a levy on ivory tusks, introduced strict hunting regulations and 
controlled the export of breeding-stock. Actually, he acted as a state 
authority, filtering all foreign 'western' influences on behalf of the 
Bamangwato. He did so both with economic matters and with introduced 
technological innovations, establishing a monopolistic control over the 
market (Parsons 1974:653-655). 
Nevertheless, this rather prosperous position was endangered for 
various reasons. Firstly, human-caused ecological disaster started to 
extract its toll. By 1870 elephants had almost been exterminated because 
of access to new fire power and Khama introduced strict hunting 
regulations to protect diminishing species of wildlife and to preserve 
9
 This difference in rights to cattle indicates a diversification among the 
economic ranks of people and seems to contrast with Guy's suggestion that all 
married men belonged to the dominant class, irrespective of their divergent access to 
cattle. However, since Guy stated that not property of cattle but control of women's 
labour was the central goal of society, he argued that the access to cattle was just a 
means to obtain women. The distribution of cattle by superiors gave men the 
opportunity to acquire wives and, thus, cattle ownership literally was not essential 
(1987.1990). 
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large and small game for local consumption and skins. Moreover, 
commercial ostrich fanning in the Cape reduced the demand for wild 
animals. Rinderpest in 1896 wiped out most of the cattle and drought 
caused uncontrollable inflation of food prices, leading to starvation 
among the poor (Parsons 1974:661-662;655-656). 
A second threat came from the British South African Company 
(1889) of Cecil Rhodes, which undermined Khama's economic power, 
and changed reciprocal trade into trade monopolized by Rhodes' 
enterprise in the period 1887-96.10 On their 'Road to the North', 
followers of Rhodes passed through Khama's country and stimulated an 
explosive growth in production of goods and services by their high 
demand for cattle, grain and wagons for transport. Due to the 
introduction of the plough (around 1870) grain production had increased, 
though poor harvests due to drought restricted the amount for sale 
during afflicted years. The widespread adaption of Western dress 
provides evidence of the involvement of even the poor in piece-work, 
sale of goods and curiosities and entertainment on behalf of the white 
travellers (Parsons 1974:658-659). 
However, crop cultivation was hardly a source of cash income, 
curtailed as it was by the ecological conditions in this region. The 
principal crop was sorghum; beans, maize and nuts were only cultivated 
in small quantities. Missionaries encouraged the cultivation of 
vegetables, but if they were grown, it was only in very small quantities. 
Surpluses, mainly of sorghum, were usually stored in individual 
households and for the community at large in the chiefs granaries, to be 
used in years of drought. 
Around the tum of the century, and during the first years of the 
twentieth century, Khama's country boomed because of the English-Boer 
war and the 'Road to the North', connecting Capetown with Bulawayo. 
10
 The Batswana had asked for British protection from the intrusion of the Boers 
from 1850 up to 1870 without result. By 1885 the road to the north had become of 
major importance to the British and both the threat of the Boers and the Germans to 
cut off the road by incorporating parts of Botswana made the British declare the 
protectorate, to protect her economic trade interests and to hold the corridor to the 
north (see further Tlou & Campbell 1984:142-145). In 1894 Rhodes asked Britain to 
transfer Bechuanaland to his British South Africa Company and since the Batswana 
rulers did not trust the British officials in the Protectorate, because they tended to 
side with Rhodes, three chiefs, among whom Khama, went to London in 1896 to 
persuade the British government to prevent this transfer. They were successful and 
the protectorate stayed British (Ibid. 1984:154-174). 
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This prosperity started to vanish in 1902 because of the railway, which 
replaced the Road to the North, the third threat to the Ngwato state. The 
road had provided the Bamangwato with employment and trade, as did 
the railway initially, but with the railway completed, external 
employment and trade dwindled. At first local demands and wagon trade 
continued to flourish. However, falling prices, restrictions on exports, 
droughts and diseases finally forced Khama to allow his people to 
migrate to the mines in South Africa (Parsons 1974:667-668). 
A fourth threat was at the ecological level. Because of natural and 
non-natural disasters like increasing traffic, overgrazing, recurrent 
droughts, and the concentration of increasing numbers of people at the 
same place, soil erosion was combined with the drying up of surface 
water. Grass and trees became replaced by woody plants due to 
overgrazing and the high demand of fire wood. In 1889 the Bamangwato 
had to leave their capital Shoshong because of soil exhaustion brought 
on by intensive tillage. They moved to Palapye (see fig.: 2). 
fig 2: Map of Bamangwato towns and villages 
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Thirteen years later the 37,000 inhabitants had to move again to Serowe 
and other villages for ecological reasons, as the area around Palapye was 
grazed bare, deforested and the waterfall, the main source of water, had 
dried up (Parsons 1974:664-665). 
The deterioration of the ecological resources and the high costs of 
moving the royal capital for a second time exhausted the Ngwato nation. 
As a result increasing numbers of people had to sell their labour for a 
living. The final result was a Ngwato state transformed into one of the 
tribal labour reserves. Native Reserves had already been proclaimed in 
1899 by the colonial administration for the major ethnic groups 
(Schapera 1947:4). 
Moreover, the colonial administration had destroyed the pre-
colonial state system by 1902, crippling the economic and political 
power of the chiefs." An attempt by Khama to establish his own 
trading company to secure the economic future of Bamangwato nation 
was frustrated by white economic competitors and colonial rule. His 
company, through which he tried to make the Bamangwato economically 
self-reliant through participation in commerce, was forced to close by 
the British colonial administration under pressure of white colonial 
interests (Parsons 1975).1Z 
Lack of internal employment, erosion and drought, devastated the 
surplus production both of cattle and crops and until the 1930s the 
Bamangwato were eating into their capital. Although Khama had banned 
recruitment for the gold mines in South Africa in 1898, he was forced to 
lift this ban in 1903 and migration expanded, especially from the late 
thirties. Parsons notes that the country became a minor element in the 
periphery of the South African colonial system, paying tribute to the 
white centre in capital (taxes) as well as labour (migration) (Parsons 
1974:668-672). 
11
 Up to the 1930s colonial rale was limited to imposing political and economic 
regulations and rules in order to generate income from the Protectorate to finance 
their administration (e.g. hut tax. Schapera 1947:150). Thus, during the first decades 
of the Protectorate, regional economic developments had a more far reaching impact 
on the Ngwato economy than active colonial economic policy (Steenkamp 1991). 
12
 The recurrent threat to incorporate the Protectorate within the Union of South 
Africa or Southern Rhodesia also had a devastating effect on the development of an 
independent indigenous economic power, since economic independence confronted 
white economic and political supremacy. 
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Gender relations began to change along the lines of the economic 
framework of Guy (outlined in the previous chapter). Production 
relations changed due to the introduction of trade and wage labour, 
which in their turn influenced the organization of reproduction relations. 
But which changes took place in the social organization of Bamangwato 
society, and how did gender relations change? Again, references to daily 
life and to the position of women in particular under these changing 
circumstances are scarce. 
Authors like Parsons refer to 'normal' living conditions only 
incidentally. Structural and systemic determinants of change in the 
productive and political organization are central in his extensive account 
of Ngwato history, and not the organization of reproduction.13 As such 
he follows the economistic line of reasoning as adopted by Guy, which 
leaves little room for the roles and positions of individual men and 
women in their changing environment. 
Nevertheless, despite the lack of explicit references to gender 
relations, some preliminary conclusions can be drawn. In the first place, 
extensive trade with the Cape brought new sources of income, hitherto 
absent among the Bamangwato. According to Schapera, no regular 
production for exchange nor any form of organized trade system existed 
before the arrival of the Europeans in this part of the world (1947:6). 
The new opportunities trade offered, together with the restrictions 
imposed by the local leadership on the sale of surpluses, started to 
reduce the importance of subsistence agriculture, the domain of women. 
Secondly, trade, as a new source of income, changed the meaning 
of cattle. Before trade began to flourish, cattle were a means of 
obtaining control over female labour power and fertility, the central 
feature of society. This central characteristic lost significance, with cattle 
becoming a source of income and surplus. Thus, cattle acquired their 
own independent economic value and since men owned the herds, a new 
source of income developed for them, especially for the owners of large 
herds. In other words, privatisation of cattle ownership also brought 
economic differentiations, since owners of large herds could accumulate 
wealth in contrast with families with a few or no cattle. Even though 
women could inherit cattle, they were not able to trade them 
13
 For example he indicates that Khama opposed labour migration because of its 
disruptive social effects, but no further references to the extent and type of this 
effects are given (Parsons 1974:669). 
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independently of interference from male guardians. Thus for women the 
trade in cattle offered little new income. 
The same applies to other products of trade (Khama fixed prices 
first mainly for hunting products and cattle, later also for grain and 
services). Men owned or managed the sale of these products, 
diminishing the economic importance of women's labour even further. 
The introduction of the plough at the end of the 19th century gave men 
a more profound role in crop cultivation, as ploughing with oxen was 
men's work. Furthermore, they increasingly seized control over the 
harvest and sold the yields. This marketing of sorghum by men deprived 
women of the control of the household's staple food. Restrictions on the 
sale of grain were therefore imposed by the chiefs from fear of famine 
(Schapera 1943:203). 
Thus, the introduction, and increasing use, of the plough made 
women more dependent on men in their agricultural activities and 
women increasingly lost control over one of their most significant 
economic assets. In addition, the introduction of the plough forced 
households without cattle to hire a span of oxen for ploughing. The 
privatisation of cattle disturbed the access to draught power, initiating a 
process of individualization and disintegration of former systems of 
mutual help and assistance. 
Although ploughing with oxen potentially increased agricultural 
output, the introduction of the plough and the privatisation of cattle 
occurred more or less simultaneously with population growth, 
environmental deterioration and the recurrent droughts referred to above. 
All these factors further diminished the central importance of 
agricultural production, the main task of women. 
Wage labour was, up to now, rather limited, but the confrontation 
with the phenomenon lay the foundation for new sources of independent 
income, more so for men than for women. Consequently, trade and the 
introduction of a cash economy accompanying these new sources of 
income and wealth, brought about differentiation and a whole chain of 
changes as will be elaborated below. 
Here it will suffice to conclude that resistance to the abolition and 
prohibition of central customs and laws like brideprice, initiation rites 
and polygyny, among others, existed, but declined as the economic 
necessity to regulate women's labour power and fertility through these 
mechanisms started to recede in importance. After all, the products of 
women's labour were losing their central place. This does not mean that 
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the process occurred smoothly, as is also indicated above; resistance 
took place, but on a limited scale. The authority of the chief coupled 
with the influence of the missionaries proved to be a powerful union. 
On the other hand, it can be asked whether young women (and 
maybe also young men) may have supported many changes, as they 
potentially liberated them from a subjugated life, and offered new 
opportunities such as an independent source of income through wage 
labour, access to education, religious services and tasks, and new 
lifestyles. Girls especially came into contact with new norms and values, 
as more girls than boys followed modem education and became 
members of the new church, since many boys were absent from the 
village herding cattle. Three-quarters of the children attending school 
were female (Schapera 1947:183). Christian churches offered women 
access to western ideals, like individualism and personal autonomy, but 
also an outlet for organizational talents and energies, missing in the 
organization of their own society (Walker 1990:15-16). The church also 
offered women more opportunities for leadership and self-expression 
than traditional society did. 
Thus more women than men joined the churches. Not only were 
many men frequently away, the church also prohibited membership of 
polygynists and focused much of their attention on the 'remodelling' of 
women. This further promoted the involvement of women with new 
Christian norms and values, which were often in conflict with the 
existing norms and values. Since men increasingly migrated, they 
initially underwent more secularizing influences than women (Pauw 
1974:422). 
Whereas girls were confronted with new values through western 
style education and membership of churches, men were confronted with 
new lifestyles through migration abroad. The confrontation of both 
women and men with new opportunities accelerated the process of 
changing gender relations, changes already initiated by Christianity, 
trade and the introduction of wage labour on a limited scale. 
3.4 Migration 
It was in the early 1940s that the impact of economic changes via 
migration on the social organisation of the Tswana society and its 
coexistent gender relations became an object of research. A picture has 
emerged of the transformation of a rather affluent independent nation 
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into a labour reserve. Along with the prohibition and discouragement of 
many central customs and laws, the influence of the introduction of 
wage labour, and especially the impact of migration, on the social 
organization of society was significant. 
Migration among the Bamangwato occurred rather late and 
initially only in small numbers, compared with other Tswana groups 
further south. The discovery of diamonds in Kimberley in 1870 and gold 
in Witwatersrand in 1884 initiated a new phase in the economic 
development of Southern Africa through a growing demand of labourers. 
These labourers were mainly recruited from the southern part of the 
Protectorate. Khama's country initially had enough local employment 
available. 
As mentioned above, for a while new forms of local employment 
were generated, such as wage labour for the settlers, the wagon trade, 
the construction of a telegraph line to the north (1890-1891) and of the 
railway line, connecting Capetown with Bulawayo in Southern Rhodesia 
(1896-1897) and military service during the Anglo-Boer war in 1899 
(Schapera 1947:27). Khama even occasionally used age-regiments to 
work on the road to the north and acted as a labour agent for the British 
South Africa Company of Cecil Rhodes (Parsons 1974:660). In this 
manner he used his authority to exploit young male labour power for the 
benefit of the community. 
Up to then the necessity to earn cash was limited. But the 
introduction of the hut tax in 1899 for every man of eighteen or more 
years old by the colonial administration in cooperation with the local 
authorities forced people to find a sum of money every year (Schapera 
1947:7). The income via wage labour had until then been used to invest 
in tools, wagons and ploughs, and to acquire new commodities such as 
western clothes and household utensils. Local employment for both men 
and, to a lesser extent, women, as store assistants, cattle herders, 
domestic servants, working in the tribal administration and in the 
railway road gangs, seemingly satisfied the demand for cash (Schapera 
1947:137). 
Before the introduction of the hut tax a limited number of Ngwato 
men had gone to the gold mines, but Khama prohibited migration in 
1898, after some of his tribesmen had died in the mines.14 In 1903, 
under pressure of the Administration, he allowed labour recruiters to 
14
 Khama had once sent 150 men to the diamond fields with a labour recruiter in 
1877 (Parsons 1974:659-660). 
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work in his Reserve (Schapera 1947:100,150). However, from 1913 to 
1934 all employment of men coming from north of 22° latitude was 
prohibited by the South African government owing to their high rate of 
mortality; only migration to Southern Rhodesia and South-West Africa 
was allowed from about 1923 onwards (Schapera 1947:29,37). As a 
large part of the Ngwato region is situated north of this latitude, 
migration to the mines in the south was blocked for many Bamangwato 
men up until 1934. 
In a report on the health condition of the Tswana in 1930 the 
Principal Medical Officer refers to the poor health situation and 
malnutrition among the Bamangwato. He mentions the poor diet of 
sorghum, supplemented occasionally with milk, meat and wild roots and 
herbs, the unsuitability of the soil for vegetable growing, and diseases 
such as malaria and the recently introduced syphilis, as being 
responsible. He refers explicitly to the hard work of women in the fields 
and in the household, in contrast with the idleness of most men, a 
situation which he saw as being responsible for the low standard of 
'physical and general character* (S 100/2: 1930).15 
The economic decline of the Ngwato nation up to the 1930s and 
the growing demand for labourers in the mines, in large scale agriculture 
and newly established industries in the Union of South Africa led 
ultimately to migration on a large scale. To summarise, migration started 
rather late and happened initially only on a small scale. It was not until 
the 1930s that it became a significant factor in Bamangwato society. 
When considering social disruption related to migration, we have to 
keep this in mind, as migration is considered to be one of the major 
reasons of the crumbling of the traditional social system and security 
base within the family and the village (e.g. Schapera 1947; Government 
of Botswana 1982a; Brown 1983). 
It is only after the period of internal economic development and 
subsequent decline that migration increased and the influence of the 
whole complex of changes on the social organization of the society 
became manifest, as is dealt with in the next section. Firstly, some 
figures on migration are presented, when available differentiated 
13
 In this report the Principal Medical Officer refers explicitly to the 
subordinated status of women: 'the status of women in the Territory cannot be 
regarded as slavery, nevertheless they are still more or less chattels, who have to 
carry out the orders of the husbands or fathers...' (S100/2:1930:3). 
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according to gender, so as to be able to gauge its magnitude and 
significance. 
Some figures on migration 
Figures provided by Schapera give some insight in the numbers of 
Ngwato men who migrated. During the period 1938-1940 he estimated 
that 28.0% of the total adult male population (no reference is made to 
women here) were absent. By means of other, more specific figures, he 
estimates that from 1943 the number of absent male adults among the 
Bamangwato was 36.9%, whereas figures from the southern 
communities lie between 42% and 55%. The figures from 1943 are 
considerably higher than those from 1938-1940. This is also due to 
recruitment of men to serve in the British army in World War II 
(Schapera 1947:36,38). 
According to the same author, almost half of all men in 15-44 age 
group were absent, especially able-bodied men in this age group. Only 
one quarter of the married men were away from home, whereas twice as 
many unmarried men were absent (Schapera: 1947:41). We have to bear 
in mind that this refers to the whole Protectorate. While migration 
among the Bamangwato was a slightly lower than among the southern 
communities, it was considerably higher than in other parts of the 
country. 
The average period of migration among the Ngwato had risen to 
eight years, staying away for lengths of about twelve months. About 6% 
of the Ngwato migrants never returned home and were considered 'lost' 
by the community. Of the married men, almost half abandoned the 
community as well as their wives. In other cases women followed their 
husbands to the Union of South Africa, never to return (Schapera 
1947:54,58,61,63,64). 
Until now, reference is made only to the migration of men. 
Migration of women is a more recent development. Migration of women 
in the first half of this century was low. Tribal authorities opposed the 
migration of women and obstructed it as much as possible. Men had to 
ask permission from their chiefs to migrate, women were prohibited to 
migrate altogether. Khama introduced a law that no women were 
allowed to leave the Ngwato nation by rail without his permission. In 
many places in the Protectorate specially chosen men were employed on 
the railway and as bus conductors, to see to it that women did not 
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escape from home. Station masters were prohibited to sell tickets to 
young women unless in the company of their husbands or relatives, or 
unless they were bearing a permit from the chief (Schapera 
1947:90,92).16 
Still a rather significant number of women were absent from the 
Protectorate. In 1943 among the Bamangwato 2.7% of the women were 
absent (900 women). The largest number of these women were 
unmarried women (especially in the age group 30-44), followed by 
divorced and abandoned women and finally widows and married 
women, who together represented the smallest group (Schapera 
1947:65,67). 
From these figures Schapera draws the conclusion that many 
unmarried women preferred the freedom abroad to annoying restrictions 
imposed on women who stayed at home. He states that, especially when 
unmarried, they were unable to lead an independent life as they were 
under the guardianship of their father or other male relatives. Other 
details on migrated women are lacking, such as duration of absence and 
occupations abroad, although reference is made to domestic service, 
work on citrus plantations and illicit beer-brewing and prostitution 
(Schapera 1947:67-69). 
What was then the impact of the migration of both men and 
women on family life, gender relations and household composition? 
3.5 Social disruptions and unmarried motherhood 
Migration brought about fundamental changes to Tswana society. To 
understand its adverse effects on society in general, and the emergence 
of unmarried motherhood and female-headed households in particular, 
more understanding of the causes of migration is needed. For a clear 
understanding, the effects of migration have to be seen in relation to the 
religious, political and socio-economic innovations which disturbed the 
stability of traditional life. The decline of polygamy, the termination of 
initiation rites and other laws and customs and the growth of migration 
had mutually reinforcing and far reaching effects. 
16
 Actually, all Tswana leaders were very anxious to restrict and control 
migration of their people to the Union, both men and women. They were unable to 
enforce this wish upon their people, except in rare instances (Schapera 1947:85-114). 
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Which circumstances caused the migration of so many men, and 
what exactly were the effects? Again I make ample use of the rich 
source Isaac Schapera provides with his study of migrant labour and 
tribal life, published in 1947. Other studies, like the National Migration 
Study (Government of Botswana 1982a) carried out from 1977 to 1982, 
are also based on the work of Schapera and the causes he distinguished 
for the analysis of labour migration. 
The effects of migration were double-sided. It proved to be both 
an indispensable source of income, and detrimental for social life in the 
Protectorate (Schapera 1947:156). When economic necessity forces 
people to migrate, the community can become swiftly dependent on the 
cash income generated via migration. As well as a detrimental social 
influence, the absence of so many young people has an adverse 
economic effect which reinforces economic dependence on labour 
migration. Before discussing the social effects in more detail, I first 
summarize the factors involved. 
Migration offered opportunities hitherto absent, like an 
independent income and new lifestyles. Migration abroad offered 
adventure for the youth and eventually developed into a form of 
initiation into manhood. Young women preferred men who had been 
abroad. Moreover, young men found tribal life dull after the introduction 
of Christianity, as old forms of excitement and amusement, like 
initiation schools and rain ceremonies had disappeared and, among the 
Bamangwato, even beer-drinking was prohibited. They wanted to escape 
from domestic and tribal control, for example when a young man had 
made a girl pregnant and was sued for payment of damages by her 
family (Schapera 1947:115-120). 
Economic necessity, however, was the most important collective 
reason for migration. Taxes, clothing and other goods had to be paid for 
in cash. The Europeans had introduced new desires, the colonial 
administration had introduced taxes, and the chiefs imposed levies for 
special occasions like the building of a school. Transport, education, 
western medicines and fines, all had to be paid for in cash (Schapera 
1947:121-130). 
In addition, local production and trade no longer provided 
adequate incomes. Local barter and markets were almost absent and crop 
cultivation did not provide adequate surpluses to sell. Trade in cattle was 
restricted. Among the Bamangwato, trade in sorghum was even 
prohibited. This was to prevent traders buying the staple food crop of 
the Tswana for low prices in years of abundance, in order to sell it for 
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high prices in years of drought. The result was that local cultivation and 
livestock production lost much of its central economic role. Some 
sorghum and beans were sold during good years, providing hardly any 
income. Cattle was only sold out of economic necessity, such as when 
drought limited crop production. 
Moreover, a quarter of all families had less than 10 cattle, the 
minimum herd needed to yield an annual disposable surplus. One family 
in every fourteen had no cattle at all. Men with few or no cattle were 
obliged to seek employment to pay for the cattle needed for ploughing, 
or migrated to earn the money to raise their own herd of cattle. In the 
National Migration Study the decimation of the cattle herds caused by 
the rinderpest outbreak in 1899 is claimed to be the most likely single 
greatest stimulus for migration to the mines (1982a: 12-13). 
Finally, sanctions and political pressure by labour agents and local 
and colonial authorities stimulated migration, for example by the high 
penalty imposed when men failed to pay their taxes on time, and by the 
recruitment of soldiers by the British. Khama played a central role in 
recruiting men for labour agents and since chiefs were paid a 
commission on the taxes collected, they urged poor men to go out to 
work. Among the Ngwato cattle thieves were also told to go to the 
mines and to earn the money for the compensatory fine (Schapera 
1947:145-155). 
In summary, the majority of men and women migrated because 
they needed money for special purposes, like taxes (only men), specific 
commodities, cattle to start their own herd (only men) and food in years 
of drought (see Schapera 1947:131-134,141-144). The result was that 
local crop and livestock production lost much of its central economic 
role. 
Instead, wage labour became an indispensable source of income. 
In the early 1940s 34.2% of the national income was derived from the 
sale of agricultural products, 19.2% from employment inside the 
Protectorate and 46.6% from employment outside the Protectorate.17 
This illustrates that migration provided the most important source of 
cash for the population (Schapera 1947:161). 
The social disruption caused by large scale male migration was 
profound. One of the consequences of migration was that a fair 
17
 Army pay was not included in the percentage of income from employment 
outside the Protectorate. 
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proportion of the men who migrated, stayed away permanently and 
neglected or deserted their families, as indicated above. Prolonged 
absence of married men led to infidelity and made intervention of family 
elders in domestic affairs more complicated. The absence of 
marriageable young men led to a distorted sex ratio and seems to have 
raised the average age of marriage for both men and women. Moreover, 
their absence contributed to the growth of premarital sexual promiscuity 
and migration of young women who were unable to find husbands at 
home (Schapera 1947:196-197)." 
In other words, many young women either became concubines of 
elder men or chose for migration, both due to the decline of polygamy 
and the absence of large numbers of young men. While Schapera only 
refers to the infidelity of wives, it seems that the men were also 
responsible, since they had lovers and concubines and are reported to 
have brought venereal diseases from abroad. 
One of the outcomes of the absence of so many marriageable 
men was that sexual mores changed and that unmarried motherhood 
became a widespread phenomenon. Although Schapera points to the 
possibility of declining birth rates due to male migration, he states 
elsewhere in the same study that the number of illegitimate children 
compensate for the declined number of legitimate children. Girls had to 
wait several years after puberty for marriage, and it was considered to 
be against nature to remain chaste all the time. Many had lovers or 
became concubines of married men, indicating changing opinions on 
premarital sexual relations (Schapera 1947:188,173). 
In a study from as early as 1933 on the Bakgatla in south-east 
Bechuanaland, neighbouring the Bamangwato, Schapera reported a high 
proportion of premarital births, i.e. among women who were not 
involved in the marriage process. He focused his research on the 
changing opinion on premarital pregnancy (Schapera 1933). Changes in 
standards of morality showed a decline in the use of sanctions when an 
unmarried girl became pregnant. In the past dreaded songs of mockery 
discouraged many a girl from becoming pregnant. These songs were 
18
 References to average marriage ages of women and men in this period are 
lacking. The acting resident commissioner R. Reilly reports in 193S that girls did not 
many under the age of 16 and boys under the age of 18 (S 319/14 193S). 
Presumably marriage ages fluctuated, depending on the economic position of the 
families involved and the migratory background of the husband to be, and not least 
because of the specific character of a Tswana marriage, since marriage was still a 
long process. 
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objected to by the early missionaries because of their obscenity. By 
putting pressure on the chiefs, they were able to have these songs 
prohibited (Schapera 1933:86-89). 
Schapera's statements are based on a limited study (fifteen 
households) in one village. Of these fifteen households, seven had 
unmarried women with children, while two married women had given 
birth whilst still single. He adds that these households were by no means 
exceptional and speaks about an exceedingly high proportion of 
premarital births (Schapera 1933:73). He also reports of the fine 
imposed upon the woman's lover. On the one hand this fine was 
considered an innovation by the Bakgatla, implying that they themselves 
were aware of the diminishing impact of the traditional sanctions. The 
imposed fine indicated that the act of impregnating an unmarried girl 
was still considered as an offense that needed to be punished. Marriage 
was still the ideal (Schapera 1933:84-85).'9 
In his migration study ten years later in the early forties, he gives 
figures on unmarried motherhood from larger samples of women 
between the age of 15 and 44. The percentage of unmarried mothers 
among the Bamangwato were 19.2% (51 out of 266) and among the 
Kgatla 22.9% (67 out of 292) (Schapera 1947:173). This is an obvious 
indication of premarital sexual relationships, leading to an increase in 
unmarried motherhood, hitherto tabooed and heavily sanctioned.20 
However, social norms and values attached to gender roles, and 
the political influence of women and men do not have to change 
simultaneously with economic changes. In the foregoing I have 
described how crop cultivation lost its central importance, indicating that 
women's labour became less important. Consequently, the role and 
meaning of marriage changed, as men became less dependent on 
women's labour and more on wage labour. Nonetheless, holding on to 
traditional principles of gender relations can be considered as a form of 
resistance to change. These principles can continue to dominate social 
and cultural practices, although continually challenged from inside as 
well as outside by political and economic forces. This can be illustrated 
" In this study the average marriage age of men was from twenty-five to thirty 
and of that of girls from nineteen to twenty-six (Schapera 1933:86). 
20
 This can further be illustrated by figures from 1978 presented by Brown, 
which indicate a rise of unmarried motherhood to 54% among the Kgatla (Brown 
1983:372). 
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by references to the status of unmarried women in a letter from 1933, in 
which the Resident Magistrate from Serowe wrote: 
It is said that the number of unmarried women is increasing, 
mainly by reason of the dying out of polygamous marriages, with 
resultant prostitution and increase of promiscuous intercourse. It is 
also said by some, although there is a difference of opinion, that 
the abolition of "bogadi" has lowered the value or standard of 
women...Generally, the standard of unmarried women (women 
unmarried of a marriageable age) is deteriorating. (S 318/7:1933) 
In a report attached to this letter it is stated that an unmarried woman 
does not exist under Tswana law, since all women are in one form or 
the other expected to marry. Therefore, unmarried women had no legal 
status and were at the mercy of their male relatives. They had no right 
to sell property without permission from their male guardians, such as 
cattle inherited from their fathers, or surplus crops. Children of an 
unmarried woman belonged to her father's family group, if there was no 
legal action (ending in marriage) taken against the seducer. A woman 
who failed to marry was a disgrace, and her interests were not protected 
under traditional law. She could only demand maintenance and support 
from her own family, but she could not make official legal claims (Ibid. 
1933). 
Thus, the legal and political position of unmarried women did not 
change. For a long time, unmarried women could not manage 
independent households on an individual base, since the change in their 
position was in conflict with traditional and legal rules. In 1930 
Schapera referred to the emergence of independent women and their 
uncomfortable legal and political position: 
There is often a conflict between traditional social forms 
and new ideas, between modes of behaviour and legal and 
conventional rules. Christianity and education encourage 
concepts of equality between the sexes, while the law and 
the economy preserve the subordination of women, with 
limited exceptions, e.g. the right of women to inherit 
property, and the openings for wage-earnings by females. 
The change in the position of widows owing to the decline 
of polygamy and the adoption of Christian ethics has not 
been accompanied by a corresponding change in the legal 
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status. The femme sole has emerged, but there is as yet no 
place for her in the legal system, or in the political life of 
the community. (Schapera 1966:357) 
This lack of political rights for women did not change during the 
colonial period. In a correspondence on the application in the colonies of 
the 1952 Convention on the Political Rights of Women, adopted by the 
United Nations and ratified by Great Britain, it is stated that the 
convention is not acceptable in Bechuanaland. It was considered totally 
incompatible with native laws and customs concerning the rights of men 
and women (S 481/10 1957).21 
Thus, a whole complex of factors contributed to the emergence of 
unmarried motherhood as a widespread social phenomenon. Migration as 
such had its disturbing impact on traditional life, but was not solely 
responsible for changing attitudes and practices. The diminishing 
influence of elders and headmen, the growing impact of western 
education and religion, and the temptations of new lifestyles in the 
Union of South Africa, together with the economic necessity to earn 
cash, all contributed to the social disintegration of traditional life, its 
marital system and its organization of kin, labour and sexuality. 
Large scale migration started in the late 1930s among the 
Bamangwato. Figures on unmarried motherhood suggest that the 
phenomenon of unmarried motherhood began earlier than that, and thus 
21
 Up to the present these rights are still the object of fierce debate (see e.g. 
Report of the Law Reform Committee 1986). The vulnerability of the rights of 
women after independence has, for example, become evident through the 'Unity 
Dow case'. This Motswana woman, who is married to an American citizen and lives 
with her family in Botswana, was denied Botswana citizenship for the younger two 
of her three children. In 1982 the Citizenship Act, which included dual citizenship, 
was changed in such a way that children bom to a Motswana woman who was 
married with a foreigner could not obtain citizenship whereas the children of a 
Motswana man married to a foreign woman obtained citizenship by birth. She 
brought this discriminatory practise to court, because the Act contravenes the 
Constitution of Botswana, which censures discrimination against women. In 1991 
she won her case, but the Botswana government appealed. Finally the Appeal Court 
ruled in her favour in October 1992. Following this decision, government officials 
proposed in February 1993 to organize a referendum to change the Constitution. 
They argued that: 'if the Arab countries can hold on to their traditions, there is no 
reason why Botswana should not' (Gazette, Wednesday 3 February 1993:1-2). 
Women's organizations succeeded (through rapid action) in mobilizing national and 
international opposition to this initiative and the plans faded away. 
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can not be solely related to migration. Social changes caused by 
Christianization, such as the discouragement of polygamy and the 
abolishment of bogadi had their influence. Changes in marriage rules 
and customs preceded fundamental economic changes. This indicates 
other factors at work in the dynamic of the reproduction sphere. 
Although Khama and his successor Tshekedi Khama had tried to 
prevent large scale migration among the Bamangwato, strong leadership 
and protective legislation could not prevent increasing numbers of 
Bamangwato from migrating abroad. Consequently, disintegration of 
traditional lifestyles persisted and continues up to the present, with 
elders losing control over production, reproduction and marriage ever 
since, leading to growing numbers of unmarried mothers, and eventually 
to female-headed households.22 
In the next section the possibilities for the transformation of the 
single woman into a female head of household in the setting of a 
prospering national economy in the independent republic of Botswana 
will be briefly outlined. I then tum again to the Bamangwato, and the 
women in Paje. 
3.6 Changing gender interests 
The situation of the single woman only started to change after 
Independence (in 1966), when women obtained more legal and political 
rights, such as the right to vote, to occupy political positions and to hold 
land in their own names. Consequently, single women could establish an 
independent household, as they had the right to obtain a plot of land for 
cultivation, as well as to establish their own compound. 
Women also gained easier access to employment. Since the 1970s 
new opportunities for employment have grown in Botswana's towns, as 
the hitherto stagnant national economy underwent rapid growth. 
Recently women have also migrated in increasing numbers to industrial 
and urban sites. The National Migration Study of the late 1970s 
indicates growing female migration. While the majority of urban 
22
 Schapera provides examples of men who tried to avoid the regimental labour, 
formerly regarded as an honour. He refers to incidences in the 1930s when men ran 
away to South Africa or to cattle posts, because the regimental work was labour 
intensive and unpaid while paid labour had become common (Schapera 1970a:li-
li 2). 
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migrants to the mining towns are male, women predominate in other 
towns. The capital Gaborone, for example, had a sex ratio of 80 males 
to 100 females at the end of the 1970s (Government of Botswana 
1982a:29-30). 
In fact, it is possible to speak of a 'culture of migration' in this 
part of Southern Africa, as migration historically has been one of the 
most common reactions to warfare, famine, diseases, repression, water 
shortage and lack of fresh pasture for cattle (Government of Botswana 
1982a: 11). In the past, however, the whole tribe, or part of it, moved, 
leaving the organization of society intact, whereas later only individual 
women and men would migrate. 
At present, male migration occurs more within the national 
borders and is more permanent than in the past. This is caused by the 
discovery and exploitation of diamonds and other mineral resources in 
the 1970s and 80s, the decline of jobs in South Africa, and the growth 
of the governmental and the service sectors.23 The logic of migration 
has turned full circle; cash needs dominate the rural and urban society. 
The dependence on migration has been met with continued migration, 
while much of the exchange and non-cash system has fallen away 
(Government of Botswana 1982a: 15). As a result men increasingly do 
not need women as food providers, as they did in the past. 
The diminishing importance of subsistence agriculture can be 
illustrated with Figures on the distribution of the gross domestic product. 
A comparison of the structure of production at the national level in 1965 
and 1988 shows the diminishing importance of agriculture; the 
percentage of both crop and livestock production in the distribution of 
the gross domestic product has declined from 34% to 3% in this 
period.24 
Apart from income derived from wage labour, cattle has been the 
backbone of Tswana society since the introduction of the cash economy. 
Cattle is still the major asset of wealth in the rural areas. Up to the 
1970s the national economy relied heavily on cattle. The discovery and 
exploitation of minerals, especially diamonds, in the 1970s and 80s has 
" With an average growth rate of about 10% during the last 15 years and a 
foreign reserve of over 5 billion Pula the country has gone through an impressive 
economic boom. The Pula is the national currency; one Pula is divided into 100 
Thebe. The value of the Pula is about 0.85 Dutch guilders. 
24
 Note that the percentage of income derived from agriculture in the early 
1940s, as provided by Schapera, is similar to that of 1965 (see section 3.5). 
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changed this dramatically; dependence on cattle changed into 
dependence on mining. Industry (which includes mining) has risen from 
19% to 55% and services declined from 47% to 42% between 1965 and 
1988 (World Bank 1990:182). These figures demonstrate the minimal 
importance of agriculture for the national economy and the growing 
importance of industry (especially mining). 
In other words, both crop and livestock cultivation have lost their 
central place in the national economy, but crop cultivation even more so 
than cattle rearing. The percentage of agriculture in the distribution of 
the gross domestic product represents income almost entirely derived 
from the cattle industry. The government has focused much attention on 
the commercialisation of the cattle industry and almost ignored crop 
production. Hence, women's economic significance has weakened even 
further. 
Formal employment in the rural areas is still limited and 
urbanisation figures indicate the diminishing economic importance of the 
rural areas. In 1964 only 4% of Botswana's population lived in towns 
(Government of Botswana 1982:21). In 1981 this percentage had grown 
to 16% of the population living in urban areas, and in 1991 had 
increased to 24% (Government of Botswana 1991:3).25 
Furthermore, only a small proportion of the population benefits 
from these new economic opportunities. Botswana's income distribution 
is very skewed and is mentioned to be one of the most unequal of all 
developing countries.26 Large cattle owners and people employed in the 
formal sector are the ones who benefit, whereas the majority of the rural 
population live in poverty.27 It is estimated that over 50% of all 
households have no cattle and that of the remaining households most 
have less than 15 to 20 cattle (the present estimated minimum herd 
25
 When the analysis of the census figures of 1991 have been completed, the 
proportion of Batswana seen to be living in urban areas may even rise to over 30 
percent, as some large villages may have advanced to urban status (Government of 
Botswana 1991:3). 
26
 National figures on the skewed income distribution are lacking. For an 
indication of this unequal distribution see: Central Statistics Office 1985/1986; and 
Amtzen 1989. 
27
 The national herd is estimated to include 3 million cattle (excluding small 
livestock). During the 1970's the commercial livestock industry boomed due to 
access to the European market, leading towards greater inequalities of distribution of 
income and wealth. 
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needed to plough independently and to sustain the herd) (Government of 
Botswana/Unicef 1989:55). The distribution of cattle has become even 
less equitable, indicating a growing differentiation within society.28 
Growing demands and an almost absolute dependency on finished 
products, the diminishing significance of crop cultivation, together with 
higher levels of education and, thus, aspirations and expectations, and a 
lack of employment in the rural areas, have forced people to earn cash 
elsewhere in ever greater numbers. However, a rather large proportion of 
the population still lives in rural areas, depending mainly on agriculture, 
remittances from migrated family members, beer brewing and other odd 
jobs. The majority of this population is made up of women. 
Due to the decline of the relevance of subsistence production and 
the need to pay in cash for many products and services, women have 
become increasingly dependent on men for their access to cash. 
However, men's interests gradually changed. With the less significant 
economic position of women, the economic importance of children 
diminished. Men now only need children to provide for them in their old 
age. Young women with children, though, need support from men, while 
young men do not need wives for economic reasons, as they did in the 
past. We have seen that unmarried motherhood became less socially 
unacceptable and increased with growing social disruption. The 
percentage has risen from 48% of all women with children in 1971, to 
57% in 1981 (Molokomme 1991:60). 
In other words, men no longer need the products of women's and 
children's labour, as these have been replaced by other income sources. 
The lack of responsibility of men for supporting women makes unwed 
mothers who stay in the village increasingly dependent on family 
members and on insecure income sources. The final outcome is that 
these women increasingly provide for themselves and their offspring and 
often find themselves in poverty. The destiny of many women seems to 
have changed from motherhood within marriage into motherhood 
without marriage. But what is the position of these women? What 
options do they have? How, and to what extent, did the phenomenon of 
the single woman change into a female head of household? 
28
 Schapera already noted in the early 1940s that one in every fourteenth 
household had no cattle and one quarter of all households less than 10 (1947:133). 
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3.7 Concluding remarks 
When reviewing the effects of religious and economic change on kinship 
relations, it can be concluded that the economic base and accompanying 
social organization of the Ngwato society has fundamentally changed the 
last hundred years. Traditionally, a woman fell under the guardianship of 
male relatives, either of her father or brothers, or, when married, of her 
husband and his male relatives. Through the marriage system men 
regulated women's productive and reproductive labour. With the most 
important laws and customs discouraged and/or prohibited, with a new 
code of conduct propagated by the missionaries, and supported by the 
chief, along with the privatization of cattle, and with cattle becoming a 
commodity in itself, the whole fabric of society started to crumble. 
Initially, Christianization caused a whole complex of changes in 
the social organization of the Bamangwato society, especially with 
regard to its marriage system. Missionaries introduced the western 
bourgeois ideal of women's domesticity, and saw it as their task to 
change domestic life. Their influence caused the abolition of bride price 
and initiation rites, and the condemnation of polygamy. This undermined 
marriage as a mechanism of social organization. As a result, women's 
reproductive capacity no longer moved permanently from the parental to 
the conjugal family. Hence, men's control over women weakened. 
With the introduction of wage labour and migration abroad, this 
process was accelerated as the foundation of the society -crop cultivation 
by women- submerged and became increasingly merely an additional 
subsistence source for the more affluent and a meagre, unreliable income 
source for the poor. Moreover, the political and economic power and 
control of the chief and elders diminished, and the regimental system 
lost its economic value in the form of wage labour, disturbing the 
organization of the society even further. Initially men migrated only for 
special purposes but migration has developed to such an extent that men 
now only return for a rest and/or when they are too old to work. As a 
result, individualization and commoditization of products and services 
(previously exchanged and provided by mutual obligations) replaced 
reciprocal kinship bonds. 
Consequently, marriage lost its central regulating character both 
economically and morally. On the one hand men required less control 
over women's labour as most financial surplus was derived from other 
sources, i.e. trade in hunting products, cattle and wage labour. In other 
words, men's economic perspective changed. On the other hand 
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women's fertility became more difficult to control. Marriage age and 
pre-marital and extra-marital sexuality increased, and pre-marital affairs 
became the rule instead of the exception. In summary, marriage became 
of less value due to the abolition of bogadi, the condemnation of 
polygamy, the growing acceptance of concubinage and unmarried 
motherhood, the diminishing influence of family elders, the rise of 
marriage age, the decreasing status of subsistence farming and the 
increase of participation in wage labour. 
It is clear from the above that production and reproduction, which 
were formerly organized and regulated within the community by the 
male family elders, headmen and chiefs, fundamentally changed. 
Production relations became increasingly determined by outside forces 
and, in their tum, undermined traditional reproduction relationships of 
kin, labour and sexuality, and the significance of subsistence agriculture. 
This has led to changes in gender relations and, in the context of 
Botswana, to the growing disintegration of the extended family. 
Where single women did not have a chance to develop an 
independent life in the past, except when (secretly) escaping to South 
Africa, this opportunity has become accessible for growing numbers of 
women during recent decades. Women who stay behind in rural areas 
might establish, either as single mother, or when divorced or widowed, 
their own independent household. Women also have the option of 
migration, especially when young and educated, and, thus, to become 
economically independent and start their own household in towns. Until 
recently these opportunities were almost nonexistent in Botswana. 
There is a whole complex of causes which we have to consider for 
understanding the growing numbers of unmarried mothers, and female 
heads of household. I would argue that large scale migration of men is 
not the principal cause of social disruption as suggested in the literature 
(Schapera 1947, Brown 1980, Government of Botswana 1982a). The 
phenomenon of unmarried motherhood was already widespread before 
the occurrence of large scale migration. Hence, economic changes alone 
can not explain fully the change in norms, values and social practices. 
Changes in marriage rules and customs preceded fundamental economic 
changes. This sequence of social and economic changes indicates that 
changes in the reproduction sphere have their own dynamic, and are not 
caused exclusively by changes in the productive sphere. Changes in both 
spheres, though, have mutually reinforcing effects, as we have seen 
above. 
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Here I also find an indication of the origins of the debate on the 
phenomenon of female-headed households as either a stage in a marital 
process or a structural manifestation of new a type of household, as 
discussed in chapter l.29 There the different viewpoints were outlined, 
with on the one hand authors defending the statement that households 
headed by unmarried mothers represent new types of households, which 
are both economically and socio-politically independent. The opponents 
consider households headed by unmarried mothers a temporary 
manifestation, not to be directly connected with unmarried motherhood, 
as many mothers marry late. 
In other words, on the one hand it is argued that reproduction 
relations and, thus, the social organization of the Tswana society and its 
gender relations are hardly influenced by changes in the production 
sphere. The household development cycle and the family support system 
are still considered to be largely unchanged. On the other hand it is 
argued that reproduction relations change over time, leading to changes 
in the organization of social relations and, hence, to new household 
types. 
Both lines of debate are plausible, despite the fact that we see a 
growth of the number of single women. Based on further empirical 
elaboration I will address the issue as to whether these single women 
stay unmarried, and whether they represent a growing group of 
independent female-headed households along with male-headed 
households in the following chapters. 
29
 See chapter 1 also for recent national figures on unmarried motherhood and 
female-headed households. These figures are not repeated here as they are 
extensively discussed there. 
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CHAPTER 4 
PAJE: A VILLAGE IN CENTRAL DISTRICT 
4.1 Introduction 
Paje is an average Tswana village with a little over 1400 inhabitants, 
according to the census of 1991. It lies at the edge of the Kalahari 
dessert in Central District, 17 kilometres north-east of Serowe.1 It is 
situated amidst a hilly terrain. Lower areas are sandy, and higher places 
rocky. The village has a primary school, a clinic, a community vegetable 
garden, two grocery shops and three little kiosks, which sell a limited 
number of groceries, a post office, a telephone booth and two bars (see 
fig.: 3). One of the bars is the only facility with electricity. A junior 
secondary school, situated 5 kilometres outside the village, serves both 
Paje and the next village. Standpipes dispersed over the village provide 
water, which comes from a borehole just north of the village, where a 
diesel engine pumps up clean, drinkable water. There is no surface 
water. 
The compounds, malwapa, are spread out over the village. 
Traditional mud huts make up about 90% of the shelters, the other 10% 
are made of bricks with corrugated iron roofs. A tarmac road, completed 
in 1990 and connecting Serowe with Orapa, encircles the village. The 
kgotla, the village council and court place, and a few compounds are 
situated on the east side. The rest of the village lies on the west side of 
the road. 
1
 Central District is the traditional residence of the Bamangwato, as mentioned in 
the earlier chapters. This district covers one-quarter of the national surface area 
(147,730 km1) and is inhabited by one-third of the national population (323,328 
inhabitants in 1981; in 1981 Botswana had a total population of 941,000. In 1991 
the figure had risen to 1.3 million inhabitants). It is the largest of the 10 districts in 
Botswana, with the largest population. The majority of the population lives in the 
eastern part of the district, also the most fertile part, and here some major villages 
and urban centres are located. 
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fig 3: Map of Paje 
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Central District is divided into five sub-districts, with the 
Serowe/Palapye Sub-District (where Paje is located) in the centre.2 
Serowe is the main village, with over 32.000 inhabitants. It is one of the 
biggest characteristically Tswana villages in the country, with its 
traditional building style and spatial structures of wards and compounds, 
also called 'agrotowns' (Larsson & Larsson 1983:29).3 Both the modem 
administration and the traditional administration of the Bamangwato are 
situated here. Paje depends to a great extent on Serowe, both 
economically and administratively. 
In this chapter we meet the villagers of Paje, both women and 
men. We leam about their daily activities, history, population structure, 
political, social and religious organisations and expectations for the 
future. Firstly, an impression of daily life in Paje is given by describing 
the activities in the village on an ordinary day. In the second section of 
the chapter, the history of the village is outlined, with special attention 
to its foundation, the origins of its inhabitants and the organization in 
wards. Thirdly the population structure is considered, and fourthly the 
main village organisations are highlighted, such as the village assembly, 
kgotla, and the village development committee. In the fifth section 
attention is paid to the influence of witchcraft, religion and modem and 
traditional healing on daily life, followed, finally, by an impression of 
the village dependence on government support. 
4.2 A day in Paje 
Just before dawn, at about six in the morning, the children rise to 
prepare for school. Barking dogs, bawling donkeys and crowing cocks 
awaken them. It is winter, an hour before sunrise, and chilly. It will take 
2
 This sub-district covers 31,000 km2 and had 92,227 inhabitants in 1981. 
3
 Although Serowe is the administrative centre of the Bamangwato and has so 
many inhabitants, it still has the status of a village due to the fact that a high 
percentage of its inhabitants are still involved in agriculture. For census purposes 
only those settlements of 5000 or more persons and with at least 75% of the labour 
force in non-agricultural employment have urban status (Government of Botswana 
1991:9). 
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another few hours before the sun offers any warmth.4 The children run 
naked to the leishò, the fireplace, to fetch water from the buckets they 
filled at one of the taps the previous evening. The fireplace is the central 
site at the lolwapa, the compound, where the household members cook. 
The fireplace is often enclosed by poles to break the strong gusts of 
wind, and has a smooth mud floor, which makes it easy to keep clean. 
Back in the huts the children quickly wash themselves, put on school 
uniforms, and comb their hair. They make a fire to prepare tea and 
bogobe, a thin porridge of sorghum, for breakfast. At school they will 
have a meal at lunchtime, but not until noon. Children from poor 
families have to wait until then for their first meal of the day. 
After school has started at 7.30 am, other family members appear 
from their huts, rushing to the fireplace to find some warmth near the 
fire started by the school children. The young children roam around 
while the babies are tied on their mother's back, covered by a warm 
cloth or blanket. You often see one of the toddlers squat and relieve him 
or herself. With a piece of rubbish, like part of an empty milk carton, 
the excrement is cleaned up by the mother or other female guardian. She 
covers it with some sand and dust and disposes of it outside the 
compound. Many young children who are weaned have diarrhoea and 
suffer from sores and scabies. Although they are well looked after and 
bathed almost every day, both playing in the sand, mixed with droppings 
of chickens and goats, and the simple diet of mainly sorghum porridge 
or mealie meal, only occasionally enriched with some green vegetables 
and cheap meat, fat cakes or white bread seem responsible for these 
health problems.5 
Even this early in the morning welcome greetings are exchanged 
with passing men and women. They are on their way to the wells, holes 
dug deep in the riverbed of Paje river a few kilometres away from the 
village, to water the cattle. The river flows only once or twice a year 
after good rain. The rest of the year the river is a sandy path, with deep 
gullies alongside its banks, indicating the eroding strength of the water 
* In the winter the temperatures can drop to near zero degrees Celsius during the 
night. With abundant sun, temperatures rise to 25 degrees during the day. 
1
 The term mealie meal is derived from Afrikaans and means maize meal. 
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when it does rain. Families with just a few beasts keep their cattle near 
the village and the fields, they do not have a cattle post. Some of them 
will find their cattle waiting at the wells, others guide them through the 
village, accompanied by the familiar sound of bells. 
Walking through the village a couple of hours later gives a rather 
clear impression of the daily activities. Today at least two compounds 
sell bojalwa, home-made sorghum beer. Customers sit in the shade of a 
hut or under a tree, drinking and chatting. At another compound a 
woman sells kgadi, beer made from wild bénies, sugar and honey, a 
much stronger beer than bojalwe. Some people sit inside one of the huts, 
drinking this strong beer, while others buy some in an empty 
mayonnaise jar, to drink at home. 
Still more drinking is going on, at a place where chibuku is sold. 
This is industrially produced sorghum beer, packed in red, white and 
blue one litre cartons. People are also gathered here, passing cartons of 
beer to one another. Piles of empty cartons sometimes make part of a 
wall of a compound or fireplace, offering protection for the wind and 
the sun. These piles reflect the importance of this source of income for a 
household. 
Both women and men are drinking at these places. Beer drinking 
is one of the main social activities in the village and, above all, it is a 
source of income for many women. Men, but also women, spend money 
earned from wage labour or odd jobs on drinking beer. As such, beer-
drinking serves as a circulation mechanism, redistributing mainly male 
income among female brewers. 
Like every winter, which lasts from May to October, women have 
returned from the fields. The agricultural season, which lasts from 
December, when the ploughing starts, to the harvesting, threshing and 
storing of the crops in May and June, is over. But this year, as in most 
previous years, insufficient rains made women's agricultural activities 
fruitless, and most women did not spend the full 6 to 7 months at the 
fields.7 
6
 One of my informants revealed the reason why, according to her, the river 
shrivelled. She said that the river stopped flowing in the early 1950s because of the 
introduction of the bucket by white people. Before, clay pots were used, which were 
much smaller and left enough water for later. 
7
 The average annual rainfall in the area close to Serowe is 42S millimetres a 
year with a variation in real rainfall of up to 50% around the average. This means 
that in drought years the average annual rainfall may drop to less than 225 
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As a result women have plenty of time left for social and money 
making activities, and for maintenance work. Many unemployed men 
and male cattle owners, who have their cattle posts far away from the 
village, frequently spend time in the village too, leaving now and then 
for the urban areas in search for a job. Only the elderly men and women 
stay permanently in the village. 
Continuing the walk through the village and approaching the 
school, voices of children can be heard from the classrooms, repeating 
the teachers' instructions. The kgotla, the village council place, on the 
other side of the road, is unoccupied. It is a large open space with some 
big acacia trees and a semicircle of poles, erected to protect the villagers 
against the wind and sun, during kgotla meetings. Near the kgotla office, 
the one room office of the chief, the kgotla clerk and some visitors sit in 
the sun, just chatting, since there are no court cases to attend today. 
Court cases are held only once a month and kgotla meetings are 
infrequent, once a month or less. 
As far as money making activities are concerned, the village 
seems dormant, except for the vending of beer. However, at many 
compounds women are busy repairing the mud walls of the huts, 
decorating them with attractive designs and fixing holes in the roof with 
grass. Some roofs are only fixed by women while other roofs are made 
by men. When paying closer attention to the roof structures, two 
different kinds of thatch are noticeable. The huts covered with a roof of 
grass are made by women, while the roofs covered with reed thatch are 
built by craftsmen skilled in this construction technique.8 The latter way 
of thatching is thicker, lasts longer and is expensive, a form of thatch 
poor people can not afford. They use grass thatch, as this can be 
gathered for free in the vicinity of the village.9 Quite a few women 
millimetres (Government of Botswana 1991:6). This happened during most of the 
years in the period 1982-1992. 
' This technique of thatch is called the Boer or Afrikaner way of thatching 
(Larsson & Larsson 1984:118). 
9
 The women collect grass at Serowe pan, a large dried-up salt pan about S 
kilometres north of the village. Plans are currently under way to include this large 
pan in a wildlife sanctuary, to be fenced and occupied by wild animals like 
rhinoceros. During my last visit to Paje and Serowe in 1992 the district officials 
were investigating which of the cattle owners who use this pan for grazing needed 
compensation for the loss of access to grazing. During a conversation with one of 
these officials he was rather surprised to hear that this plan would deprive many Paje 
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gather this kind of grass and try to sell it. For reeds, the village depends 
on supplies from far away, because of the absence of reed marshes 
nearby.10 
Women gather the material for the walls and floors of the huts, a 
mixture of sand, cow dung and water, also in and near the village. Sand 
of special colour can be found at distinct places in the riverbed, and cow 
dung is collected near the wells or just in and near the village. They mix 
these substances with water to make up the mud needed for building and 
repairing the walls, and for the floors of the huts and the fireplace. 
When building a new hut, the mix of sand, water and cow dung has to 
be firmer than the mix for repairing and plastering the walls and floors. 
Moulds made of wood are used to make blocks, which are the basic 
elements for the walls. After a couple of days drying in the sun, the 
bricks can be laid and connected with a looser mix of mud. Finally the 
wall is covered with several layers of rather thin mud, which women 
smooth with their hands. Some women decorate the walls with figures 
of animals, flowers or even the map of Botswana. 
After heavy rainfall the decorations fade, and cracks in the walls 
expose the fragility of this construction. Therefore the arduous task of 
fixing holes and plastering new layers on the walls has to be repeated 
nearly every year. Like the initial construction of the walls, the repairing 
and maintenance of all huts in the village, at the fields and the cattle 
posts is a female task. Some poor women earn some money by 
employing this skill. Men only contribute with the erection of the poles 
which make up the roof structure. Most huts have a mud floor, but some 
have a concrete floor. The construction of concrete floors and brick 
houses is entirely a male business. In several places men are busy laying 
bricks and fixing roofs with sheets of corrugated iron." Men also dig 
women from the opportunity to cut grass, both for their own use and for sale. 
Nobody had considered this pan to be a resource of grass and also wild fruits and 
roots for women from Paje, the nearest village. 
10
 In Serowe I met a woman who collected reeds with a group of women in a 
reed marsh at about 100 kilometres distance from the village. They collectively hired 
a truck to transport the reed, after cutting and bundling, to Serowe, where they sold 
it on an individual basis. This is a rather substantial source of additional income for 
these women. 
11
 In the capital the division of labour of between men and women in building 
activities is changing. Hardly any women were employed in construction work 
during my stay in Gaborone in 1989. In 1990 quite a few women could be seen at 
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holes and build the pit latrines, which can be found increasingly in the 
village. Recently more and more brick houses have been built in Paje, 
especially because migrated villagers with good jobs, both women and 
men, reserve money to invest in housing for when they retire. 
Apart from the beer business and maintenance work, health issues 
are a constant female concern. At the clinic, a two room building in the 
middle of the village, it is busy, as it usually is most weekdays. Many 
women and children gather to weigh their babies, consult health 
workers, and to collect medicines. Pre and post-natal care are the most 
important services available, and a limited number of medicines in large 
quantities are freely obtainable for simple diseases like colds, infections 
and digestive problems, the most common illnesses. A female family 
welfare educator and, lately, also a male nurse provide these services 
and disseminate information on health care and family planning. 
The latter seems to have minimal impact, as only a limited 
number of the available contraceptives are used. When I asked the 
family welfare educator how many women and men actually come for 
contraceptives, she told that she registers the women who use 
contraceptive pills. Since 1987 thirty-four women are listed, but some of 
them had since become pregnant. IUD's are not supplied by the clinic 
and only four women used Depo-provera, a contraceptive injected every 
three months, in preference to contraceptive pills.12 
Posters on the wall warn of tuberculoses, venereal disease and 
AIDS. Condoms are freely available and their use is encouraged by the 
health workers, as every week about 5 to 6 adults visit the clinic for 
treatment of venereal diseases. All women can collect contraceptives at 
the clinic after their first menstruation and many do so, but according to 
construction sides, while in 1992 the large number of women sweeping grit and 
sand, pushing wheelbarrows and carrying bricks and other materials on construction 
sides in Gaborone stood out. According to a South African engineer, female 
employees were as talented as men for most of the unskilled jobs, but in addition 
they were more reliable workers. He stated that women were hired since they were 
less likely to leave the job at month end due to their responsibility to provide for 
their children. 
12
 Depo-provera is a controversial contraceptive due to its side-effects and 
possible cancer risks (the United States Food and Drug Administration refused to 
approve this drug for these reasons). In developing countries this contraceptive 
method is widely used (4 million women), while in industrialised countries it is 
either banned, or considered to be a second choice contraceptive (Hardon 1991:11-
12). 
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the welfare educator they are not properly used. But why are they not 
used properly, and do women use other methods (like abortion) to 
terminate unwanted pregnancies? 
It is difficult to answer the above questions, as sexuality is 
surrounded with a lot of taboos. Many women complained that men 
refused to use condoms. Men in general do not like to use condoms. 
They believe that the use of condoms harms their potency, and women 
have no effective means of forcing men to use condoms. From early 
childhood onwards, girls are taught to obey the elderly, and women are 
taught to obey men. If men object to the use of contraceptives, young 
women in particular lack the authority to effectively oppose this 
unwillingness. 
Women, on the other hand, distrust the effectiveness of pills too, 
or are rather indifferent when using them. They do not make use of 
them themselves, although they did refer to the accessability of 
contraceptives at the clinic. The lack of privacy at the clinic, the taboo 
on discussing sexuality and the apparent aversion to interfering with 
'Gods destiny', are all reasons for refraining from family planning. 
Moreover, many women still do not know how to use the contraceptive 
devices. The attitude, distrust and lack of awareness of both men and 
women are the major reasons for the high percentage of teenage 
pregnancies (see e.g Kann and Mugabe 1988). 
Because of the delicacy of the subject I do not know to what 
extent abortion is practised in Paje. To discus sexual matters openly is 
seen as morally offensive, and to talk about abortion is even more 
problematic, as it is prohibited by law. However, it is evident that 
abortion is practised. The few women who dare to talk about abortion 
indicate that termination of pregnancies is practised, mostly by using 
special herbs. Some women try to bring on a miscarriage by drinking a 
bottle of methylated spirit or by swallowing several strips of 
contraceptive pills. Other methods are also used, but the women did not 
disclose these methods. However, one woman indicated that the methods 
used are risky, as many women end up in hospital with severe internal 
haemorrhage. 
Distrust and shortcomings of contraceptive devices, however, are 
sometimes more openly discussed, like by Dumedisa. Dumedisa lives in 
the compound just opposite the clinic with her mother, her unmarried 
sister with two children, and three younger brothers and sisters of 
schoolgoing age. She sits with her one month old baby daughter on her 
lap. Her head is covered and she can hardly see because her shawl 
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almost blinds her. She is not supposed to be sitting outside in the sun, 
rather, she should stay in her hut for three months as this baby is her 
first bom child. 
A long stick on the floor in front of the entrance of the hut 
indicates that she is in seclusion. Especially with the first bom child, a 
woman is supposed to spend this period indoors, with the next children 
the period is reduced to two months or less. Only her mother or another 
close female family member, who is looking after her, has the authority 
to decide who may visit her, provided the visitor is female. This custom 
is still widely adhered to in a village like Paje. 
Dumedisa, who is seventeen years old, told me that she used 
contraceptive pills. But last year she had a boyfriend who convinced her 
and her girlfriend that men used special medicines which inhibited the 
effectiveness of these contraceptives. The message was that they would 
be better to stop using pills as they were of no use. Dumedisa and her 
girlfriend believed these stories and stopped using contraceptives. Both 
now have a child and stay with their mothers, instead of being at senior 
secondary school as they had planned. 
Dumedisa's sister is washing cloths in a large tub, her hands 
bleached by the strong soap powder. Her mother stands at the entrance 
of the compound, chatting with two women carrying heavy loads of 
wood on their heads. The wood is for cooking. Washing, collecting 
wood and cooking are female tasks, as is looking after the goats and 
chickens, which roam around freely. For the chickens this is not without 
danger. The loud cackle of the hen wams of the presence of black kites 
and the loud shrieks make her youngsters hide. These birds regularly 
dive from the sky and snatch a young one, sometimes just a few meters 
from you. In the dry winter landscape there is hardly any place to hide, 
as the ground is barren, dry and sandy. Goats strip everything barre. 
They are regularly chased away when they try to drink water from the 
buckets at the fireplace, or find scraps of food in the cooking pots. 
Once in a while a gunshot is heard in the village as today, an 
indication that a cow is being killed for a special occasion like a 
marriage or funeral. Since marriages are rare, cows are mostly 
slaughtered to fulfil obligations concerning funerals. After somebody's 
death, female relatives and women from the neighbouring compounds 
cook, fetch water and assist in other chores, to pay respect to the 
deceased person. A lot of food has to be provided as relatives mourn 
together for several days to comfort the family of the deceased. After a 
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year, another cow has to be killed to pay respect to the deceased and to 
finish the period of mourning. 
Donkey carts pass through the village, the main means of 
transport. Occasionally a pick-up truck or tractor, owned by rich 
villagers, has replaced the slow donkey cart as a means of transport. 
Public transport facilities are mostly unavailable and most people 
hitchhike to other villages and towns. People without their own transport 
have to hire vehicles to carry sick people to the hospital or dead persons 
to the mortuary in Serowe, and to bring materials and provisions to and 
from the land areas and the cattle posts. Military trucks sometimes offer 
villagers a ride to Serowe. These trucks come and go from the camp at 
the foot of Paje hill. Formerly a base camp of the South Korean 
company DAEWOO, which constructed the tarmac road from Serowe to 
Orapa, the camp is now an army base for the Botswana Defense Force 
(BDF). 
In the evening, teenagers from the village go there to watch 
videos and to have a drink in the canteen. This is in great contrast with 
the normal night-time activities in the village. The sound of drums and 
voices of people tell you that a church service is going on in one of the 
compounds. But most people sit at their fireplace, and about nine in the 
evening most fires are extinguished and people have gone to sleep. 
Some noise can be heard from those compounds where villagers are 
drinking. The nights are quiet, apart from the curses of drunken people 
who try to find their way through the dark, stumbling over rocks. Doors 
are locked to keep the bad witches out, who are believed to inflict harm 
in the night with their black magic. Barking dogs wam when a strange 
person is entering the compound, but most nights are quiet and cold in 
the winter period, with thousands of stars hovering in the sky. 
4.3 History and growth of Paje 
Paje does not have a long tradition as a village, and its history is not 
recorded. Most young people do not know much about the history of the 
village, but elderly men and women remember parts and pieces of 
narratives told by their parents, aunts and uncles.13 Some, like 
Makhuru, have clear memories of special occasions. Makhuru 
" Information in this section is derived from interviews with ward heads, elderly 
villagers and the chief; other sources arc indicated. 
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animatedly told the story of how, during Khama's and Tshekedi's rule, 
men from Serowe came to Paje to break the claypots of the women who 
brewed beer, implementing the ban on brewing. From 1880 beer 
brewing was officially prohibited and the brewers were prosecuted by 
chief Khama (Parsons 1973:57). This ban lasted for the whole period of 
Tshekedi Khama's regency, who ruled the Bamangwato from 1926-
1950. Beer brewing was an important source of income for poor women 
whose husbands had migrated to the mines in South Africa, and who did 
not send remittances. Since the women had no right to address kgotla 
meetings, they could not protest. But with overt amusement, Makhuru 
disclosed how deceitful women were in finding secret places to brew 
beer. Villagers are in agreement over these stories, unlike stories about 
the history of the village and the origins of inhabitants. 
According to all informants from Paje, the village was founded 
after the Bamangwato moved from Palapye to Serowe in 1902. Some of 
the Bamangwato did not settle in Serowe but moved to other places like 
Paje. In consultation with the Bamangwato chief, a place for the village, 
the fields and cattle posts was chosen. The name 'Paje' is derived from 
the hill called Paje, at the foot of which the village was initially situated, 
alongside the place where the Botswana Defence Force (BDF) now has 
an encampment. 
When they arrived in this area, there was no settlement, except 
from some nearby cattle posts of the Bamangwato chief.14 A trade 
route from Serowe to the Makgadigadi pans passed through this area 
(Parsons, 1973:17). The place was suitable for a settlement as there was 
a water source: Paje river flowed the whole year at that time. 
According to some villagers, their families were already living 
near the current Paje, at a place called Bogoma, a few kilometres east of 
the new settlement. They moved to the village when it was founded. 
Others state that they came later, about the 1920s, from a settlement 
which does not exist any more, called Makubu, near Thlabala, a village 
south-east of Serowe (see fig.: 2). Most inhabitants of Paje are originally 
Bapedi, who sought refugee with the Bamangwato. 
According to historical sources, more than five-sixths of the 
Bamangwato consist of originally alien peoples, like the Bapedi 
(Schapera 1952). These groups were sometimes annexed by force, or 
14
 Parsons mentions the name Paje in 1848, and situated it on the road from 
Serowe to the Makgadigadi pans (1973:17)(see fig: 1). Most probably Paje, just like 
Serowe, was at that time a cattle post of the Bamangwato. 
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else came as refugees, when their territory was invaded and occupied, or 
when interaal disputes caused dissociation. People of the same origin 
tended to live together in the same localities, villages or wards. Foreign 
groups like the Bapedi were easily absorbed as bonds of loyalty and 
patronage were established through marriages, the cattle loan system, 
regimental organization and the administrative ranking system described 
in chapter 3 (Schapera 1940:57-58,64). 
Most villagers claim to be descendants of the Bapedi, who still 
live near Pietersburg in northern Transvaal, South Africa. The Bapedi 
were scattered, and groups of them were successively subsumed under 
the Bamangwato after their flight for Mzilikazi during the Ndebele 
war.15 During the difiqane, from about 1829 to 1837, the Ndebele from 
central Transvaal ravaged the surrounding peoples, causing immense 
devastation and forced migration (Ngcongco 1982:161,164). Some of the 
Bapedi were able to rebuild their state, others fled to neighbouring and 
often related groups like the forebearers of the people from Paje.16 
Some elders, though, trace their descent further back in history 
and claim to originate from the Bahurutse who lived in the region where 
present Bophuthatswana is situated. Neighbouring Botswana, 
Bophuthatswana is one of the homelands in the north of South Africa, 
not internationally recognized. According to the elders the Bapedi are 
originally an offshoot from the Bahurutse. 
Both historical accounts seem to be viable when looking at 
historical sources. The history and origin of some Tswana populations is 
complicated, and therefore carefully described, as the following 
quotation illustrates: 
...about AD 1300, oral history suggests these groups became 
better defined...One group was ruled by Masilo. In about 
1400 a group which came to be called the Batlharo broke 
away. Later, perhaps about 1500, it was ruled by Malope. 
One story relates that Malope had no male children in his 
first house, only a daughter called Mohurutshe, while in the 
second house he had a son called Kwena. There was 
13
 Some also claimed that the villagers were related to the Bakgatla from 
Mochudi. The Sotho-Tswana people can trace their ancestry back to the Bakgatla, 
including the Bapedi, at about 1400 AD (Tlou & Campbell 1984:60-61). 
16
 Before the difaqane the Bapedi kingdom was a confederacy of chiefdoms 
paying tribute to a royal chief, like other southern African states (Parsons 1982:40). 
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argument while some people wanted the daughter to be the 
ruler while others said that only a man could rule. They 
split and those who followed Mohurutshe were called the 
Bahurutshe and those who followed Kwena were called the 
Bakwena. (Tlou & Campbell 1984:60)17 
The likelihood of part of the Bahurutse becoming Bapedi later seems 
feasible when consulting other historical references (cf. Parsons 
1982:43). Schapera also mentions the Hurutshe, Pedi and Ngwato, when 
describing the process of splits and fusions of different groups of 
peoples: 
...the Kgatla, an early offshoot from the Hurutshe, broke up 
into the modem Kgatla tribes (..), Tlôkwa (..), and Pedi (..); 
and the Kwena, another early offshoot from the Hurutshe, 
broke up into the Fokeng, Mogôpa, Modimosana, Phalane 
etc. A section of the Mogôpa subsequently seceded and 
moved westwards (c. 1720); these people, known as the 
Kwena of Sechete, were the first important Tswana tribe to 
settle in the present Protectorate... the Ngwato broke away 
from them not long afterwards... (Schapera 1984:15) 
The whole process of fission and fusion has taken many centuries. The 
Ngwato broke away from the Kwena around 1770 and fled to the 
Shoshong Hills (Parsons 1982:49). The flight was probably caused by 
competition for grazing land and increased trade. It took another 70 
years of external wars and internal disputes before the Bamangwato 
established an independent and powerful state, with their capital in 
Shoshong (Parsons 1982b: 115-117). It is beyond the scope of this study 
to trace the exact origin of all inhabitants of Paje, but it is clear that all 
inhabitants claim to be of Bapedi origin, although their histories and 
backgrounds differ to a certain extent, and that both Bamangwato and 
Bapedi have a more or less common ancestry in the Hurutshe. 
The Bamangwato and the Bapedi belong to the so-called Sotho 
groups, a subdivision of the Bantu peoples, characterized by linguistic 
17
 In this quotation it is indicated that a woman might have become ruler of the 
Bahmutshe. No further reference to the position and status of a female ruler is made. 
Other sources indicate that women could become regents, in case the heir to the 
chieftainship was still too young (see Mooko 1984) 
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and cultural similarities. The Sotho have a patrilineal organisation with 
the chiefdom as an important social and political unit and an economy 
centred around herding, hunting, gathering and cultivation. They settled 
in concentrated settlements or towns, far removed from their pastoral, 
hunting and agricultural grounds, and preferred a system of cousin 
marriage (Maylam 1986:20-21). 
This is in contrast with the so-called Nguni groups, who also had 
a patrilinear system but a spread settlement pattern, with pastoral and 
agricultural grounds surrounding the compounds. Consequently, customs, 
laws, norms and values among the Bapedi did not differ substantially 
from those described in chapter 2 for the Tswana. All changes described 
in chapter 3 relating to the Tswana in general and the Bamangwato in 
particular also include the Bapedi which are subsumed into the 
Bamangwato.18 
When Khama moved his capital from Palapye to Serowe in 1902, 
most of the Bapedi were transferred to Paje and the neighbouring 
village. Several informants explained that this transfer was part of 
Khama's policy to situate new-comers on the more vulnerable outskirts 
of his territory. By this policy Khama wanted to spread the risks such as 
ecological devastation, which made him move his people first from 
Shoshong to Palapye and later to Serowe, as indicated in chapter 3. 
When Paje was founded, the village was divided into the eight 
wards which still exist at present. The wards are no longer closed 
entities, but dispersed over Paje's territory. Initially all wards were 
situated at the foot of the hill, a sandy area which was not particularly 
pleasant, and created difficulties for building and planting. Because of 
this, and overcrowding, people moved to other places in the early 1960s. 
Now all wards have their members dispersed throughout the village. 
The wards are hierarchically ranked under Motswana ward from 
which the others orriginated, as can be seen below. The position of the 
first three wards is undisputed, the position of the last five wards varied 
among the informants. Most male informants agreed on the first ranking. 
The second and third ranking is given by women. MaPhiri, who belongs 
to Sisinyi ward insisted on the sequence presented in the second row, 
while the headwoman from Sisinyi ward stated that the third sequence is 
the correct one. This disagreement on the ranking of the distinct wards 
" The Bamangwato have the phuti, duiker, as their totem, while the Bapedi have 
the baboon as totem; currently the villagers from Paje have adopted the phuti as 
their totem, indicating their full integration into the Bamangwato. 
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indicates that the history of the village and the fission of family groups 
is a point of debate. Maybe the position of the ward head also influences 
the ranking sequence. 
1. 
2. 
3. 
4. 
5. 
6. 
7. 
8. 
Motswana 
Monna 
Mohatane 
Shaba 
Mampa 
Mokgosi 
Motoba 
Sisinyi 
- Mampa 
- Shaba 
- Sisinyi 
- Mokgosi 
- Motoba 
- Mokgosi 
- Sisinyi 
- Motoba 
- Mampa 
- Shaba 
Men place Sisinyi ward at the bottom, whereas the headwoman of this 
ward places her ward in fifth position. 
In the past women could not hold these positions. Apart from 
Sisinyi ward, Monna ward is also headed by a woman, and both are 
widows of deceased headmen. The other six wards are headed by men. 
Up to the present the headmen and women still have the authority to 
conduct court cases at ward level, as in the past, and to settle disputes 
and other problems which are seen as exceeding the competence of 
family elders belonging to the ward. Both women and men have the 
same authority according to one of the head women; she did not feel 
that her judgement was less valued than that of a male ward-head. In 
spite of this she stated that most probably the next ward-head would be 
a man again, as this is more in line with the custom. 
Hence it was difficult to investigate to what extent the ranking 
system still matters. The ward highest in rank usually provided the chief 
of the village, but this is no longer the case.19 The first three chiefs of 
the village were from the senior Motswana ward. They inherited the 
chieftainship, while the latter three were 'gazetted chiefs', who also 
inherited the chieftainship, but were officially recognized as such.20 
19
 I use the term chief here instead of village headman, since the villagers refer 
to him as kgosi, i.e. chief. 
20
 Since Independence, the power of the chiefs has been greatly reduced, both of 
the paramount chief and of the local chiefs in the villages. Land Boards took over 
the allocation of land, and the local administration such as the District Development 
Committee and District Council are responsible for planning and implementing 
district development plans. 
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Two of these latter chiefs are also from the Motswana ward, however, 
the last and present kgosi belongs to Mohatane ward. He was elected in 
1986, after the dismissal of his predecessor, who was sued for 
corruption.21 
Hence, the present chief is not related to the previous five chiefs, 
indicating a split with tradition. The current chief was chosen because of 
his eloquence, trustworthiness, experience abroad, sense of justice and 
knowledge of modem administrative machinery. With these qualities he 
is thought to be more competent to execute the duties of a contemporary 
chief, which have become more bureaucratic. Although the power of a 
chief has diminished, the chief is still regarded as a person to look up to 
and to obey by the older rural people. 
The villagers do not regret some of the changes in the old system, 
such as the present election of chiefs and the termination of regimental 
work parties since Independence. Regimental work was arduous and did 
not allow them to work their own fields in time. The women in 
particular told about the harsh work on the chiefs fields, and referred to 
some chiefs, such as the father of the present acting Bamangwato chief 
Kgamane and to Tshekedi Khama, as cruel persons who treated their 
people like slaves. Male regiments were summoned to do the ploughing, 
while female regiments had to do the planting, weeding, harvesting and 
threshing. Men in tum sewed the sacks for the grain and transported the 
harvest to the chiefs compound. Neither men nor women were paid for 
this labour and those caught evading regimental labour were punished. 
According to the villagers the first ploughs were used during the 
chieftainship of Kgosi Tshekedi Khama (1925-1950), Khama* s 
successor, replacing the hoe which was only used by women. Since 
most villagers were poor, they had no cattle and were only able to use 
ploughs with help from carde owners. The few people with cattle 
assisted non cattle owners with ploughing in exchange for their labour. 
However, quite a number of poor villagers obtained mafisa cattle, loan 
cattle, from the chief to plough with. First all the agricultural activities 
at the fields of the chief had to be done, before they were allowed to 
work their own fields. This obligatory labour was abolished in 1967 by 
21
 The first chief was kgosi Mmutlane, ruling at the tum of the century, to be 
succeeded by his son kgosi Kgogotitse, who ruled until 19S5. His uncle, kgosi 
Seleke took over until 1980, when kgosi Otsohile Seleke, the son of Seleke was 
appointed. Otsohile died in 1983. His son Kaluhili Otsohili was the next appointed 
kgosi, to be dismissed in 1986 because of 'stealing from the people' and kgosi 
Koonyatsen was elected. 
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Sir Seretse Khama who succeeded Tshekedi Khama in 1950 as 
paramount chief of the Bamangwato, and who became the first president 
of Botswana in 1966. 
This succession was not undisputed. The marriage of Seretse 
Khama with a white English woman and the quarrels and upheaval 
resulting from this marriage and his succession as Kgosi of the 
Bamangwato also affected Paje.22 It led to a split among the 
Bamangwato. Both men were banned from the Ngwato area by the 
colonial administration and went into exile.23 
This marriage crisis involved women in politics, as women were 
allowed to attend kgotla meetings in Serowe to discuss the matter. 
However, Bamangwato authorities allowed women only to participate in 
debates concerning the marriage of Seretse Khama with Ruth Williams 
and only in those instances when the British Resident Commissioner 
was present. Men in general did not oppose the presence of women and, 
thus, this consultation of women in this major political issue enabled 
women to appear on the political scene (Mooko 1985:16-17). But not 
until after Independence could women hold political positions in their 
own right, such as the headwomen of Sisinyi and Monna ward. 
4.4 Population structure 
The inhabitants of Paje are considered true members of the 
Bamangwato. As mentioned previously, all changes affecting the 
Bamangwato as described in chapter 3, such as social disruption caused 
by Christianization, colonization, commoditization and migration, 
influenced the villagers to approximately the same extent. When looking 
22
 An old woman told that five families from Paje, including herself and her 
husband, followed Tshekedi Khama in 1952 to Pilikwe, a village beyond Palapye 
near Tswapong hills. Three of these families are still living there, the others returned 
to Paje. She opposed the marriage of the chief with a white woman, too, because all 
marriages at that time were arranged and Seretse Khama neglected his tribal duties 
by marrying a woman of his own choice. These days she does not oppose these kind 
of marriages, as hardly any marriages are arranged. 
23
 The marriage of a Bamangwato chief-to-be with a white English woman, 
caused national as well as international upheaval. The couple were banned from the 
Protectorate for 6 years from 1950-1956 by the British under South African pressure 
(See Dutfield 1990). 
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at the population structure some of these influences, like the impact of 
migration, can be observed. 
Since its foundation, the number of inhabitants of Paje has 
increased through natural growth. Migration has also had an impact on 
the composition of the village population, although migration in larger 
numbers is a more recent phenomenon. A man bom in 1925 told that in 
the 1870s his grandfather and his father's brothers were among the first 
Bamangwato who went to work in the mines in South Africa, with the 
intention of buying cattle with the money earned. From the 1940s 
onwards more and more men from Paje went to work in the mines. 
Radumedi, for instance, went for the first time in 1940. He 
worked for ten years, earning six English pounds per month. This was a 
lot of money in those days, as it was possible to buy a cow for this 
amount, and so start a herd of cattle. Most of the men did not marry 
until they returned from the mines and had established their own herd of 
cattle. 
Currently, only a few men from the village are working in the 
mines in South Africa. Others are employed in the country or are 
unemployed. Unemployment is a structural problem in the rural areas, 
where only 7% of the men and 2% of the women have jobs in the 
formal sector (Government of Botswana; Unicef 1989:72). Migration of 
(mainly) men in search for wage labour is the outcome of this lack of 
employment in rural areas. The informal sector is important for women, 
especially in the rural areas, as will be elaborated on in the next chapter 
when discussing the income sources of a selected group of women from 
Paje. 
The high incidence of male migration is evident when we pay a 
closer look at the population structure of Paje. According to the census 
of 1971 the village had 768 inhabitants. This number had increased to 
1216 in 1981. The population characteristics of Paje do not differ from 
other villages in the district with a population between 1000 and 2000 
inhabitants, with higher numbers of female inhabitants living in rural 
24 
areas. 
According to the census of 1981 the population included 1216 
persons with a sex ratio of 1.4 : 1 (1440 women to 1000 men). These 
figures, represented in table 4.1, indicate the incidence of higher male 
migration in comparison with female migration as discussed in chapter 3. 
24
 See 'Summary statistics of small areas', 1982, and 'Guide to the villages and 
towns of Botswana', 1983a, Government of Botswana. 
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Table 4.1: Paje, sex-ratio, percentages and numbers 
percentage absolute 
AGE M% F% TOTAL 
Total 
65-
60-64 
55-59 
50-54 
45-49 
40-44 
35-39 
30-34 
25-29 
20-24 
15-19 
10-14 
5-9 
0-4 
41 
3 
4 
3 
10 
11 
59 
4 
1 
1 
2 
2 
2 
2 
3 
5 
5 
5 
7 
9 
10 
1216 
86 
27 
32 
39 
32 
43 
37 
55 
73 
73 
110 
12S 
232 
249 
Source: Government of Botswana 1982Ь:50-157,50-158.И 
From this table it is clear that from ten years old onwards, fewer boys 
than girls reside in the village. This indicates that a large number of 
young boys are sent to the cattle posts. The even higher proportion of 
absent men in the twenty to sixty-five age group reflects the impact of 
migration on the composition of the population. According to the census 
figures of 1981 only twenty-five villagers were abroad, including only 
one woman; of these twenty-four men, nineteen were still working in 
South African mines. The limited number of people abroad demonstrates 
that male migration from Paje occurs more intra-nationally than 
internationally. 
Apart from the sex ratio, age distribution is also outstanding. Half 
of the inhabitants of Paje (609) are younger than fifteen years old, 
indicating a high fertility rate. To illustrate the sex ratio and age 
distribution more clearly, table 4.2 is included. 
и
 The figures differentiated by age groups in the second column for men and 
third column for women do not add up to 41% and 59%. This is caused by rounding 
off. 
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Table 4.2: Paje, age and sex distribution 
Males Females 
During the census of 1981 a total of 233 malwapa, or dwelling units, 
were counted, of which 177 were occupied. When mapping the village 
in 1990 I counted 316 dwelling units, and 1 estimated the number of 
villagers to be around 1,500. According to the population projections of 
1981-2011, Paje would have 1,410 inhabitants in 1989 and 1,815 in the 
year 2000.26 Figures from the latest census of 1991 indicate that these 
projections are rather reliable, as Paje numbered 1,412 persons in 1991. 
In the census report of 1981, a distinction was made between 
male-headed and female-headed households. In the 177 occupied 
dwelling units, 181 households were counted, of which 76 (42%) were 
headed by men and 105 (58%) by women. Unfortunately, no distinction 
has been made between de facto and de jure female-heads of 
households. Before turning my attention to a more specific analysis of 
the household compositions in Paje in the next chapter, where this 
distinction between de facto and de jure female-headed households will 
be included, I present some final details of the village. 
26
 These figures were obtained from the District Regional Planner in Serowe in 
1989 and derived from the original data used for the Population Projections: 1981-
2011 (Government of Botswana 1987). 
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4.5 The kgotla and the Village Development Committee 
The kgotla, the village council and court place, is still the central 
political apparatus, but many decisions on a village level are prepared 
and formulated in other gatherings, such as during the Village 
Development Committee (VDC) meetings. Many issues formerly 
discussed and decided on in the kgotla at village level in Paje, or at 
tribal level in Serowe, have since Independence come under other 
administrative bodies. 
Two systems of government exist, on the one hand the traditional 
Tribal Authority and Administration, and on the other hand the Central 
and District Government institutions. Since Independence, tribal policy, 
especially legal functions and minor executive responsibilities, are still 
administered by the chief and the kgotla, while most other functions fall 
under the jurisdiction of, and are executed by, the central and local 
administrative system. 
The district administration, with staff employed by the central 
government and the District Council, a political institution made up by 
elected representatives of the political parties at the national level, are 
responsible for issues such as industrial development, primary education, 
health care, village water supplies, maintenance of roads, community 
development and welfare.27 District activities are coordinated by the 
District Development Committee (DDC), made up of all senior officers 
of the local and central government stationed in Serowe. 
Each sub-district, such as the Serowe/Palapye sub-district, to 
which district Paje belongs, have sub-DDC's, and district officers are 
posted in sub-district centres. A separate institution, the Ngwato Land 
Board (also located in Serowe), administers all communal land and deals 
with commercial, industrial and other special issues. Sub-district land 
boards deal with customary allocation of communal land, land formerly 
27
 Botswana has a multiparty democratic political system. The Botswana 
Democratic Party (BDP), formed by Serctse Khama, the first president up to 1980, 
and Quett Masire, the vice-president up to 1980 and since 1980 the second president 
of independent Botswana, is the largest political party. The BDP has won all the 
elections since and dominates the government. The other political parties, the 
Botswana National Front (BNF), Botswana Peoples Party (BPP) and Botswana 
Independence Party (BIP) are opposition parties with little power. The House of 
Chiefs, an assembly incorporating all chiefs from the eight ethnic communities and 
some additional traditional leaders, is linked to the National Assembly but has only 
advisory power (Picard 1987; Colclough & McCarthy 1980). 
131 
allocated by the chiefs (See e.g. Department of Town and Regional 
Planning 1986; Picard 1987). 
The officials represented in the village and responsible for 
agricultural extension, veterinary services, community welfare activities 
and health issues, are all representatives of the Central District 
administrative machinery. An Agricultural Demonstrator (AD), and a 
Veterinary Officer and Assistant Community Development Officer 
(ACDO) reside in Paje and cover both the neighbouring villages and the 
adjacent land and cattle post areas. They are members of the Village 
Development Committee (VDC) and professionally assist this village 
organization, which is responsible for implementing development 
programmes, coordination of all village institutions' activities and 
community activities. The committee is responsible to the kgotla in all 
matters concerning development. Every year, five executive members 
and five additional members are elected during a kgotla meeting, and in 
the intervening period, these villagers, among whom are the chief and 
two extension workers, coordinate all development activities in the 
village. 
In Paje both women and men are VDC members, handling all 
kinds of development issues as indicated above. The problems 
concerning the survival of the village garden dominated the agenda 
during my stay in the village. The termination of the Drought Relief 
Programme in 1990 had far-reaching consequences for the management 
of this garden. The programme was implemented during the long period 
of drought which lasted almost the whole of the 1980-1990 decade. 
Labour intensive projects were started at a local level and in Paje a 
vegetable garden and wood-lot was started, where many women earned 
temporary income. 
During the winter of 1990 the garden offered employment for 10 
people (among whom 9 were women) and produced a good yield of 
green peppers, tomatoes and spinach, products mostly sold to the 
villagers. When the funding stopped, the VDC was responsible for the 
garden. Volunteers could not be found to continue the planting, 
watering, weeding, harvesting and selling of products, and after two 
months the whole vegetable garden was dehydrated. 
It is not surprising that no volunteers could be found, as the same 
people who were previously paid for the job were being asked to 
continue this work for free. Moreover, the VDC claimed the revenue of 
the products. Therefore, the former workers rejected the request to 
continue their work for the community and, logically, preferred to look 
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for other sources of income. For the same reasons, no other people 
could be found. 
Efforts to find financial and professional support to revitalise the 
project failed and caused great disappointment among the VDC 
members and the villagers. The district council official representing the 
interests of the village at district level was invited to attend a kgotla 
meeting on the issue, but he did not take the matter further. Occurrences 
like this disappoint the VDC members and the villagers. People become 
reluctant to participate in VDC activities, or even to attend kgotla 
meetings where development issues are discussed. 
The kgotla is still the village forum for discussion and decision-making 
on development matters like on the issue of the village garden and 
wood-lot, but it is also the platform where civil and criminal court cases 
are presided over by the chief. At the customary, court civil cases which 
can not be solved at the ward level, such as complicated divorce and 
maintenance cases, are brought forward by head women and men. 
According to the chief, though, most court cases at the kgotla are 
criminal cases, like stock then, fighting, assault and petty theft. A 
special police officer, who is stationed in the village, is responsible for 
arresting people breaking the law. 
Wife beating and other forms of assault on women sometimes go 
beyond the competence of the ward-heads and are transferred to the 
village level, as can be determined from the books of the kgotla clerk. 
In the period from January 1990 to March 1992, nine cases of common 
assault involving female victims were reported, among them five cases 
of assault within marriage. The assaulters are either punished by 
flogging (four men) or fined. If the fines are not paid in time, a rather 
long period of imprisonment is imposed. For example, a fine of Ρ 60 
which is not paid within seven days is followed by imprisonment of six 
months. 
All the other criminal cases registered by the clerk are either cases 
of fighting among men, or of stock theft, totalling twenty to twenty-five 
such cases a month. In particular, drinking causes many violent 
confrontations. Minor incidences such as calling people abusive names 
and swearing, are a reason to call in the mediation of the ward-heads 
and if necessary the chief. The chief handles about two-hundred to 
three-hundred court cases a year. The case is transferred to the Serowe 
customary court if the village court can not come to a verdict, and in 
more serious cases to the magistrate court at district level. 
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Female informants were unanimous on the issue of wife beating. 
They frequently mentioned it as a serious problem, and one that is still 
common. It is worth noting, that the headwoman of Sisinyi ward 
referred to court cases on wife beating more often than male ward-
heads. When a wife is beaten she has to talk to her in-laws, but when 
the family is not able to solve the problem, the matter might be reported 
to the headwoman, who will conduct a ward-court. If a man is found 
guilty he will be punished with 4 strokes of a cane. This verdict she 
imposed about IS times a year, reflecting the high incidence of 
misconduct towards women. 
From the above it might be clear that traditional authority has lost 
much of its political power and influence. But in Paje, where national 
papers hardly reach and district officials are seldom seen, except to 
promote certain plans or to compete for voters during elections, the 
kgotla, the chief, the VDC and the ward-head(wo)men are still 
politically influential. The chief, especially, is an important mediator 
between traditional laws and customs and the complicated regulations 
and requirements of the bureaucratic machinery at district level. As such 
he has an important position both at the kgotla and in the VDC. 
However, he can not command his people as chiefs did formerly, when 
people could be summoned to attend kgotla meetings and to work for 
the community via the regimental system. This indicates the potential 
weakness of the current functioning of the kgotla and the VDC. 
Instead, people try to improve their lives on an individual basis 
and often seek support and comfort with one of the many (healing) 
churches, which can be found in the village. Religion is ever present in 
daily life and the religious sphere can not be separated from the secular 
sphere. The same applies to belief in witchcraft and sorcery, factors to 
reckon with continuously. This also influences the cohesiveness among 
the villagers and the lack of solidarity concerning village development 
matters. 
4.6 Witchcraft, healing and religion 
The belief in witchcraft and sorcery is part of daily life in Paje, but not 
to the extent that it dominates all activities; it is an ever-present risk one 
has to reckon with. Diseases and misfortunes are interpreted as the result 
of witchcraft and sorcery, and traditional healers, both independent 
persons and church leaders, are widely consulted. They diagnose the 
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sources of misfortune and sickness and provide remedies. Since 
witchcraft, sorcery and traditional healing play an eminent role in every 
day life, it is important to make a distinction between these three 
practices, as they are too easily intermingled and falsely interpreted by 
policy makers and development workers. 
According to Staugârd in a study on traditional healers, in 
Botswana witchcraft and sorcery seem to function in three major ways. 
In the first place it is believed that nothing happens by accident; behind 
all events causal factors have to be sought and identified. This is the 
task of traditional healers who act like 'police agents' in these matters, 
identifying the source of misfortune, disease or bad luck. Secondly, 
witchcraft functions as a force to sustain the moral code and social 
stability of the community: witchcraft is most commonly referred to 
when moral codes or sexual taboos are violated in a village. Thirdly, it 
acts as a means of bringing tensions in social relations in a village or 
family to the surface (Staugârd 1985: 93-103). 
The terms witchcraft, sorcery and traditional healing mentioned 
above do not refer to the same practices. According to Staugârd a 
distinction has to be made between white magic and black magic. The 
former refers to the protective and socially approved methods of 
witchcraft to stimulate productive activities, such as rituals performed in 
connection with planting and harvesting, and to sustain the social order, 
mostly employed by traditional healers. In contrast, black magic is 
employed by malicious elements in the community, representing the evil 
in people. Black magic is exercised by 'night witches' who have 
inherited these involuntary acts of evil, or by 'day witches' who perform 
sorcery deliberately out of envy, vengeance or greed. Thus, any person 
can become a day witch (Ibid. 1985:96). 
Staugârd points out that there is a difference between witchcraft 
and sorcery. The former was exercised by persons who inherited this 
evil characteristic, and the latter employed by persons out of sheer 
maliciousness. As such, both witchcraft and sorcery are a form of black 
magic. However, traditional healers might deliberately use witchcraft not 
out of maliciousness but as a means to cure disease and sustain social 
stability. This form of witchcraft is referred to as white magic. 
Witchcraft may be employed as a judicial means to identify the 
malicious social elements in the village or family, who are told to leave 
the village. The sorcery is, thus, eliminated and social stability 
maintained. 
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This distinction between different forms of witchcraft might help 
to understand the kgotla case of the seven witches from Paje, as they 
were called. This case caused a lot of commotion in 1990 and indicates 
the potential strength of witchcraft and sorcery. Seven women from Paje 
and from the neighbouring village Mabaleapudi were summoned to the 
kgotla in Serowe because of accusations of witchcraft by the daughter of 
one of the women. The story goes that the girl reported to the Paje 
police officer that her mother had made her drink an intoxicating 
substance, which would tum her into a witch. Her mother had done so 
to make her daughter a member of a group of witches who inflicted 
harm on people by poisoning water and food and smearing toxic herbs 
on people's heads, causing diseases and traffic accidents. The police 
officer reported the case directly to the Serowe kgotla, as this was 
considered a serious case of malice and a threat to more than just Paje 
village. 
During the kgotla meeting in Serowe kgosi Kgamane, the acting 
paramount chief of the Bamangwato, spelled out the accusations and 
then asked the women whether they were witches or not. They 
confessed to being witches and the mother of the girl admitted to having 
given her daughter a special medicine to tum her into a witch. After 
hearing these confessions the kgosi lectured the large audience gathered 
at the kgotla that witchcraft did not exist any more and warned the 
women to stop their misleading activities. Moreover, he urged the 
mother of the girl to prepare a new medicine for her to cure her of 
witchcraft. 
Events like this are not uncommon and many people believe in 
bad witches, or lizards, as they are commonly called. Diseases of family 
members and children, accidents and death of cattle and goats always 
seem to raise suspicions of witchcraft. This is also one of the reasons 
why people are reluctant to disclose the number of cattle they possess. 
Public knowledge of the actual number of cattle one owns might raise 
envy and invite enemies to impose destruction by witchcraft. What 
becomes clear from the above incident of the 'seven witches from Paje', 
is the pervasiveness of black magic. 
Whether the women were a threat to social stability in the two 
villages involved can not be concluded, as too many of their motives 
and actual deeds are obscure. But the fact that they openly admitted 
their bewitching activities indicate their sensitivity to the intimidating 
power of witchcraft. Nevertheless, the verdict demonstrates that on the 
one hand it is claimed that witchcraft no longer exists, a reason why no 
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further investigations were earned out, while on the other hand the 
occurrence of witchcraft is taken seriously as the mother was ordered to 
'cure' her daughter. 
The double message in the outcome of this court case is not 
unusual. Many people openly deny the existence of witches and the 
curing effectiveness of traditional healers, while in reality they are very 
much part of daily life. Witchcraft was officially prohibited in 1927 in a 
proclamation by the British High Commissioner.28 Both missionaries 
and colonial administrators abhorred these beliefs and practices and tried 
by all means possible to eradicate them. But customs and beliefs which 
are such an intrinsic part of the religious and socio-cultural order outlive 
condemnations and prosecutions. The same applies to the practice of 
traditional healing, often misunderstood and lumped together with all 
forms of witchcraft and sorcery, but which instead can be a source of 
strength and inspiration (Huizer 1991). 
It is beyond the scope of this study to extensively discuss the 
different forms of traditional healing.29 Since it overlaps with religious 
practice I discuss traditional healing only in connection with the 
different churches and their mainly female adherents. I also avoid a 
detailed discussion on the phenomenon and meaning of independent 
churches in Botswana, and limit myself to the churches that can be 
found in Paje.30 
Paje has ten churches, two official and eight so-called occasional 
churches. You do not find church communities in Paje by looking for 
conventional church buildings, since church activities are held in the 
open in the compound of the church leader and in one instance in a big 
hut, specially constructed for church ceremonies. Hence, the churches 
exist as communities of members led by a priest who conducts the 
28
 See Staugârd 1985, appendix 2, for the complete text of "The Bechuanaland 
Protectorate Witchcraft Proclamation", promulgated on 29th April 1927. 
29
 For an elaborate study on traditional healers, traditional medicine and 
traditional midwives in Botswana, see the works of Staugârd of 1985 and 1989 and 
of Anderson and Staugârd 1986. 
30
 Comaroff (1985) deals extensively with the phenomenon and meaning of 
independent churches for the South African context. The incorporation of both 
traditional healing and local practices and customs in western Christian religion 
which was introduced by missionaries led to the advancement of these churches. 
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services. All churches except one are healing churches, churches where 
the moruti, the priest, claims to have healing power. 
The one church which does not adhere to healing practices is the 
United Congregational Church of Southern Africa, UCCSA, the continu-
ation of the London Missionary Society Church established in the last 
century. It was the only church allowed among the Bamangwato until 
the 1950s (Wylie 1990:205). This church has 43 official members in 
Paje, of whom only four are men. The other churches also have more 
female than male church members, like the Botswana United Church in 
Zion, the other official church. This church, which is led by a female 
moruti, who is also a registered traditional healer with the Herbalist 
Society, has 61 members, of whom 34 are women. Here the number of 
female and male church members does not vary as much as in the Paje 
branch of the UCCSA. In the other churches the membership is also 
more skewed, with a participation of between 30 to 60 persons of whom 
at least 60% are women. 
The higher female than male membership is not peculiar for Paje, 
but is characteristic for most churches in Botswana, both in rural and 
urban areas. The traditional preoccupation of men with warfare, the 
prohibition against polygamists becoming church members, the absence 
of men due to work at the cattle posts or in the mines of South Africa 
and lately in the industrial areas within Botswana, and the attractiveness 
of Christian churches for women, have created an image that church 
activities both symbolise and are a predominantly female sphere (Pauw 
1974:422-423). 
The bible is the principal source of inspiration of all churches, and 
all churches include bible-reading in their activities. The connection 
between religious practices and healing are an outcome of the merger of 
western Christian and traditional religious beliefs. These traditional 
beliefs were based on the existence of an omnipotent great God called 
Modimo. The moruti, priest, was the mediator between the badimo, the 
ancestors, and the members of the community. The badimo in their tum 
were the mediators between Modimo and the priests. 
Hence, priests were crucial intermediaries. When laws and rules 
were not obeyed, the Modimo would punish the violators with diseases, 
lightning or even death. The moruti, priest, could consult the badimo 
and urge them to ask the Modimo to stop the punishment. As the 
common way to punish people was through disease, the priest was also 
the healer, capable of diagnosing causes of disease and prescribing 
appropriate treatment (Staugârd 1985:49-68). Therefore, healing power 
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and religious practices are intertwined in many churches, as in the nine 
churches in Paje. 
Difference in practices and costs demarcate the healing churches. 
In one church only holy water is used, while the other utilises holy 
water in combination with holy smoke and ashes whereas the third one 
combines the use of holy water and herbs. I discussed their practices 
with several of the priests, but not with all of them. According to my 
interpreter, it was a waste of my (and her) time to pay too much 
attention to some of them. According to her and other villagers most of 
these churches are headed by charlatans, who claim to have healing 
power, but who ask large sums of money for their healing services as 
well as for joining the church. Competition among the churches to 
attract members sometimes causes rivalries and disputes in the village 
and people switch from one church to the other quite often. 
The church communities have more or less taken over the social 
functions of the extended family. Church members, especially women, 
cooperate in fund raising parties, communally perform the ceremonies 
surrounding death and marriage, and are supposed to support each other 
in cases of ill fortune. At the village level the different church groups 
sometimes also collaborate for special occasions such as Independence 
day and Christmas celebrations. 
But in general many women complain about the lack of 
cooperation among the female villagers. There are no women's groups 
and it is only on special occasions such as Independence day and 
Christmas that women cooperate in activities like brewing beer and 
preparing food. Traditionally women helped each other in reciprocal 
work parties. Food and beverages were provided during the communal 
activities. Nowadays these work parties do not exist. All labour has to 
be paid for in cash, such as for assistance with ploughing and 
harvesting, building new huts and clearing fields. Many people lack the 
money for this. 
At present, the churches are less involved than in the past in 
social and political matters. As mentioned above, independent churches 
developed as a merger between Christian and traditional religious 
beliefs. In Southern Africa these churches had already developed at the 
end of the 19th century as a reaction to white missionary control of 
social and political life. Many schisms took place, which resulted in a 
large number of independent church groups. Pauw records that South 
Africa had over 2,000 independent church groups in 1970, of which 
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many were healing churches (1974:418).31 The London Missionary 
Society lost its unique position as the state church of the Ngwato nation 
in the 1950s and many independent church groups emerged. In 
Botswana the number of registered faith healing churches numbered as 
many as 159 in 1983 (Staugârd 1985:231-237). 
The independent church groups occasionally openly recognize 
customs like polygamy or initiation rites, customs which were opposed 
by the white missionaries (Pauw 1974:425). As such, these churches are 
more embedded in the local culture than western Christian religion. 
Moreover, the large number of church groups offer people the 
opportunity to shift from one church group to another if rules and 
regulations become too demanding. But the influence of churches has 
also diminished to the extent that rules and customs can not be 
prohibited or abolished as they were in the past, when missionaries and 
local rulers had formed political and economic alliances. 
In Paje I met with reluctance among the church leaders to discuss 
issues such as unmarried motherhood. They see it as the responsibility 
of their individual church members and accept the phenomenon as a 
fact. Actually, some of the male church leaders are not married 
themselves, and have children with several women. Hence, the impact of 
church leaders on social and political life has diminished to the extent 
that the alliance between state and church has disappeared and that 
churches have to compete for members. The latter implies that the 
interests of women, who form the majority of members of churches, 
have to be taken into account so as not to lose their membership. 
4.7 Dependence on government support 
Although the churches might provide a kind of substitute for the social 
cohesion formerly provided by the extended family, members have to 
solve their financial problems individually. It is no longer the extended 
family but the government who is held responsible for improving the 
lives of individual villagers. The villagers emphasize the role the 
government should play in improving village life. The government is 
held especially responsible for employment opportunities and 
development schemes. This dependence on the government is an 
31
 For a detailed account on the emergence and growth of independent churches 
in Southern Africa see Pauw 1974. 
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outcome of the implementation of aid programmes in the 1980s. During 
the seven long years of drought during the 1980s, labour intensive work 
programmes offered poor rural people, especially women, opportunities 
to earn some cash and access to free food supplies. The provision of 
free seed and free draught power to all farmers increased the 
dependence of rural people on the government even further. 
Apart from the high expectations of the government due to the 
recent large scale intervention through aid schemes, high expectations 
are vested in the new generation. The increasing level of education of 
the youth is seen as the main solution for many problems of individual 
households. The general expectation is that education offers a guarantee 
for future employment and, thus, for a secure source of future income 
for household members. Nevertheless, these high expectations are 
disturbed by the presence of growing numbers of unemployed youths in 
the village, who have secondary education but have not found jobs in 
urban areas. Apart from the problems of finding a job, it is questionable 
as to whether they would support their family members back home if 
they did find work. The issue as to whether migrated family members in 
waged labour send remittances to their kin in the rural areas is discussed 
in more detail in the next chapter, when looking into the economic 
sources of a selected number of households in Paje. 
The low level of development in a village like Paje and the high 
rate of unemployment contribute to the growing gap between the rich 
and the poor. Within a village like Paje this distinction is clear-cut, 
determined by the number of cattle one possesses and the level of 
support by family members in wage labour. According to the villagers, 
the few wealthy and many poor families can be divided in three groups 
with the following characteristics. Rich households are those households 
which own more then 40 cattle, have brick houses, a tractor, a car, a lot 
of land and access to family members with well-paid jobs. Households 
which are less wealthy but not really poor have just a few cattle, some 
land, some family members with paid jobs, though with low wages. 
Poor households have no cattle, no or just a small piece of land, no 
family members with jobs and depend for their subsistence mainly on 
government aid. 
In the next chapter I take a closer look at the socio-economic 
position of women within fifty households from Paje and assess to what 
extent this differentiation occurs, with special attention to female-heads 
of households. 
141 
CHAPTER 5 
THE WOMEN OF PAJE: A CLOSER LOOK AT FIFTY 
HOUSEHOLDS 
5.1 Introduction 
...it is clear that the majority of Botswana's households are 
poor; poverty is more evident in rural areas than among the 
urban population; the households most affected are those 
who do not have viable herds, those without cattle at all, 
female-headed households, and those who do not engage in 
agriculture at all. These categories overlap, so that for 
example households which are both female-headed and non-
livestock-owning are likely to be especially impoverished. 
(Government of Botswana 1985:21) 
In the quotation above the government considers those households which 
are both female-headed and without cattle as belonging to the poorest 
segment of the rural society. As mentioned in chapter 1, Peters (1983) 
questions this idea of female-headed households being poorer than other 
types of households. She argues that the household as unit of analysis is 
a dubious choice, and that households headed by unmarried women may 
only be a temporary stage within the household development cycle. 
In this chapter I proceed with the assessment of the consequences 
of the historical, political and socio-economic changes in women's 
positions, and on the changes in household composition and its socio-
economic base as discussed in chapters 2 and 3. An examination of a 
cross section of fifty households, both male-headed and female-headed, 
in Paje will provide more detailed information on the question as to 
whether rural female-headed households represent a stage in the 
household development cycle and are poorer than male-headed 
households. Information on income sources and linkages with relatives, 
such as remittances sent by employed migrated family members, will 
give more insight into the existence of family support networks and the 
inclusion of female-headed households in wider kinship networks. 
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First I briefly discuss the composition of the sample and the 
central concepts used in this chapter, such as dwelling unit and 
household, and the criteria used to determine headship of a household. 
Secondly, I present some personal characteristics of the interviewed 
women such as marital status, age, position in household and 
educational level. Thirdly, specific issues related to the economic 
position of the different types of households are discussed, like cattle 
ownership, access to income sources and use of development 
programmes. Fourthly, a socio-economic classification of the households 
is presented, differentiating households by the marital status and sex of 
the household head, and their access to income sources. 
5.2 Identifying households and heads of household 
In the period June to November 1990, the period when I collected most 
of the data presented in this chapter, I counted 316 dwelling units in 
Paje. Fifty of these dwelling units were randomly sampled. Assuming 
that the proportion of compounds that were occupied was the same in 
1990 as counted during the census of 1981, when 177 of the 233 
dwelling units were occupied (76%), fifty dwelling units represent about 
20% of the total number of occupied dwelling units in Paje 
(Government of Botswana 1983a:50-142).' 
All fifty compounds were visited (see fig.: 4).2 None of these 
compounds included more than one household, which means that in my 
sample the number of dwelling units and households is the same. This 
finding is only slightly deviant from the figure of the 1981 census data, 
when the 177 occupied dwellings included 181 households (Government 
of Botswana 1982b:50-153). My findings indicate that headship of the 
physical unit, which is the lolwapa, the compound, which I take as the 
central unit of analysis as indicated in chapter 1, corresponds with 
headship of the household. Here the problem of how to define a 
household raises its head again. The definition of the household 
1
 This assumption of approximately 76% of the compounds being occupied in 
1990 seems correct. When I made an inventory of the number of compounds in the 
village, about a quarter of all compounds were not occupied. 
2
 I marked every sixth compound on the map (see fig.: 4). If a compound was 
found unoccupied after recurrent visits a neighbouring compound was selected as a 
substitute. 
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fig 4: Map of Paje: Selected Households 
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used in the census report is not explained and so it is not clear in which 
cases a compound includes more than one household (Government of 
Botswana 1983b:51). For instance, does a compound with a widow and 
her three unmarried daughters with children include one household, or 
four separate households all headed by women? I define this group of 
family members who live on the same compound as one household with 
the widow as the household head. Actually, I came across a compound 
with this composition and both the widow and her daughters define their 
situation as a complex household headed by the widow. 
The criteria used to identify the head of the household also 
provided conceptual difficulties. The head of a household has the 
primary responsibility for decision-making in diverse matters such as 
allocation of household resources, organization of household production, 
schooling of children. In addition, the household head is the official 
representative of the family and the owner of the dwelling unit. As 
indicated in the preceding chapters, the head of the household is ideally 
a man. Although many women are household heads in their own right, 
the tension between cultural values and norms and their actual position 
continues. Therefore, the identification of the head of the household is 
rather complicated in certain situations, as is further discussed in the 
first section of this chapter. When identifying the household head of 
each of the fifty households, I considered the judgement and 
deliberations of the interviewed women against my definition as 
presented in chapter 1. 
Since the position of women is central in this study, the senior 
adult women living at these fifty compounds were interviewed, and not 
the household heads per se. Obviously, in those households where the 
senior woman is the household head, the interviewee and the household 
head is one and the same person. This was the case in twenty-six of the 
fifty households (see table 5.2). 
S3 Some personal characteristics 
To gain more insight into the socio-economic position of the women 
who live in the village, access to resources, marital status and headship 
of household of the women are important characteristics. Age, number 
of children, educational level of the women and the sexual division of 
labour within the household are other significant indicators for 
household composition, as are women's position in the household and 
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women's stage in the potential household development cycle. Seniority, 
for example, gives women more status and easier access to income 
sources, such as income earned by adult children. Younger women with 
children, though, are less likely to be married or widowed and the care 
for young children might hamper their income sources. In this section 
these personal characteristics are addressed. 
Marital status, age and household composition 
Looking at the marital status and the age of the interviewed women 
presented in table 5.1 it can be seen that twenty-one of the interviewed 
women are married, eleven women are widows and eighteen women 
have never been married. 
Table 5.1 Marital status and age 
AGE GROUP 
MARITAL STATUS 
married 
widowed 
single 
total 
25-40 
9 
0 
8 
17 
41-60 
6 
3 
9 
18 
61+ 
6 
8 
1 
15 
total 
21 
11 
18 
50 
The married and single women can be found in all age groups, in 
contrast with the widows, who are all above forty years of age.3 Only 
3
 In a few cases it was difficult to establish the exact age of the interviewed 
women. Quite a few older women in particular do not know their exact age. 
However, since they have all been member of a youth regiment and know the name 
of the regiment they belong to, their ages can be estimated. The years of the 
inauguration of these age regiments are not always precisely known. Therefore, the 
ages of the women who only know the name of their regiments are approximates. I 
used the following classification of Ngwato regiments, listed by Schapera (1970:313) 
and Parsons (1973:442). The first column is a replica of the regiments listed by 
these authors, the right column of the ages of the interviewed women are my 
estimates: 
Malthlaodi (1912) - 90 
MaKgasa (1931) - 72 
Malekantwa (1944) - 62 
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one single woman is above sixty-one, the other unwed women are all 
younger. None of the married women are younger than twenty-five years 
old, reflecting that women do not marry as young as they did in the 
past. The data show that eight single women in the 25-40 age group are 
the senior women within the household, which demonstrates that a fair 
proportion of the households consist of rather young members. 
Moreover, this figure indicates that these women establish their 
independent compounds at a young age. This does not mean that they 
may not later marry. 
However, when asked if they were either betrothed or involved 
with a possible future husband, it appeared that some women have 
temporary liaisons. These women were dubious about their chances of 
marrying; like most of the single women they have given up all hope of 
finding a reliable husband, since they have already been deserted by the 
fathers of their children once or twice. Some refrain from marriage 
altogether. The latter, who can mainly be found in the second age group 
(41-60), prefer to stay alone with their children. They do not expect men 
to contribute to the household, and instead suspect them of being an 
extra burden. 
The composition of the households varies in terms of marital 
status and age of the interviewed women. The number of children and 
other members belonging to the households differs substantially when 
considering differences in age. The households of the women younger 
than forty years old include the married couple and their children or the 
unwed mother and her offspring. Above forty they often include unwed 
daughters with children and sometimes also daughters-in-law with 
children. All households with over ten members include unwed 
daughters with children, and nine single women have unwed daughters 
and their offspring as dependents. 
The average number of children of the interviewed women is 
almost five, with the absolute number of children ranging from zero 
(three women) to eleven.4 These figures only give an indication of the 
Mahetsakgang(195?) - 52 
Maholosa (195?) - 50 
4
 The position of infertile women is rather difficult. They are considered to have 
failed in their most important task, i.e. to produce offspring. One of these three 
women without children who has never been married expressed the hardship she 
endures because of being barren. As a result she rarely stays in the village, and lives 
for the most part of the year at her cattle post, 60 kilometres away, to escape insults. 
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number of children, since a considerable number of women are still in 
their reproductive years. Of the women with children, eighteen have one 
to three children, twelve women have four to six children and seventeen 
women have seven to eleven children. 
I wondered why the women had so many children. Therefore I 
asked the younger women how many children they wanted to have. 
Most of them indicated that they preferred about four to six children, to 
ensure that at least some of them would provide for them when old. 
When asked if they used methods to regulate their fertility, most women 
were hesitant to discuss this issue. In the previous chapter I addressed 
the delicacy of this subject. 
Although the average number of children bom alive to a woman 
during her lifetime is dropping in Botswana, the fertility rate is still 
high, as the above figures show. This is also indicated in chapter 1. 
There I present figures which show that the fertility rates were 7.3 and 
5.4 for the rural areas and 6.0 and 4.1 for the urban areas in 1981 and 
1988 respectively (Alexander 1991:11). 
Finally, when we look at settlement pattern of the interviewed 
women, the following distinction can be made. All the single women are 
unmarried daughters, who left their natal compound and established their 
own independent household, or 'inherited' the parental compound after 
their parent's death.5 By way of contrast, most married women live at 
their husband's compound, and the same applies to most widows.6 
Since women are entitled to obtain a plot of land both for a new 
compound and for arable cultivation in their own right, access to land is 
5
 The method of plot acquisition in Paje is mainly through the Tribal Authority 
(109) and the Land Board (59). Other ways of obtaining plots are through 
inheritance (5), council (1) or individual arrangements (7) (Government of Botswana 
1982b: 50-153). According to the census data of 1981 the purchase of plots did not 
occur. This situation seems to have changed. In 1992 I came across two cases of a 
comparatively rich young couple who had bought a compound from poorer villagers, 
because of its favourable site in the village (next to the road and with options for 
water facilities on their own compound). The commercial purchase of compounds is 
a recent phenomenon in a small village like Paje and indicates a further 
monetarisation of the local resources. 
6
 Since I interviewed the senior women in independent compounds, women who 
live in the compound of their in-laws, or widows living in the compounds of 
relatives are lacking in the sample, except in one case, where the widow lived in the 
compound of her son-in-law. However, as indicated earlier, dwelling units which 
include more than one nuclear family are almost non-existent in the village. 
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not yet a problem, especially not in the part of Central District where 
Paje is located. Here population pressure is low and less land is 
privatized compared to Southern Botswana. Hence, it is relatively easy 
for single women to obtain a plot of land and start their own household. 
Heads of household 
The following picture of the issue of headship of the household emerges. 
Of the fifty interviewees, twenty-five women are de jure heads of 
households, i.e. they label themselves as the major decision maker in all 
economic, educational and social matters concerning the household and 
are as such recognized by the other household members. Hence, no adult 
male is present nor can a male claim to be the head of these households. 
The twenty-five de jure female-headed households are either headed by 
single women or by widows, represented in table 5.2 in the section 
'self, i.e. the women interviewed. 
The one married woman in this category who stated that she was 
household head, is a woman separated from her husband, who still 
recognized him as the official head, as she consulted him occasionally 
on important matters. This woman I classify as de facto female-head.7 
Two of the married women have migrated husbands, who come home at 
least once a month. Their wives claimed that their husbands were the 
final decision makers and, thus, the household heads. Therefore these 
households are placed under the category 'husband'. 
Another case questions the notion of de jure household head. One 
young unwed woman established her own compound next to her 
mother's compound. She claimed her mother to be the head of the 
household, although she has her own compound, spatially separated and 
independently run. Since she consults her mother in all major decisions, 
I decided to place this woman in the category 'other female'. 
To make the categorization even more complex, there is the case 
of a married woman staying at the compound of her paralysed and sick 
mother. She is the only child and responsible for the well being of her 
mother. To be able to care for her, she moved, along with her husband 
and children, to her mother's compound. When staying at her mother's 
compound her mother is the household head, when living in their own 
7
 See chapter 1 for the definitions of de jure and de facto female-headed 
households. 
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compound, the husband would be the head. I placed this woman also in 
the 'other female' category. 
The women living in households categorized 'other male' further 
indicate the difficulties of determining headship of households. One 
widow claimed her brother, who has been living in his own compound, 
to be the household head, since she always consults him in major 
decisions. Two single women claimed that other male family members 
are the heads of the households they belong to. One woman of thirty-
eight years old lives with her mother's brother at their natal compound. 
Since her parent's death she considers her uncle as the head of the 
household, which includes herself, her four children and her uncle. 
Another single woman lives with her married daughter and her son-in-
law at the latter's compound and considers him to be the head of the 
household. 
When categorizing the households according to marital status of 
the interviewed women and headship of the household, as presented in 
the table S.2, I took the women's own classification into account. 
Altogether there are twenty-eight (56%) female-headed households, 
twenty-six households headed by the interviewed women and two by the 
mothers of the interviewees. Of these female-headed households, twenty-
six are de jure headed by women, a rather high figure. Of the twenty-
two male-headed households, nineteen households are headed by the 
husbands of the interviewed women and three households are headed by 
other male relatives (brother, uncle and son-in-law). 
Table 5.2 Marital status and head of household 
HOUSEHOLD HEAD 
MARITAL 
STATUS 
married 
widow 
single 
total 
self 
1 
10 
15 
26 
other female 
1 
1 
2 
husband 
19 
19 
other male 
1 
2 
3 
total 
21 
11 
18 
50 
self = the woman interviewed 
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The number of single women who are heads of households is 
significant, with fifteen out of eighteen single women being de jure 
heads of households. In summary, the figures indicate that 54% of the 
households in Paje are de jure headed by women, 2% de facto by 
women, and 44% by men. 
The high percentage of de jure (54%) versus de facto (2%) 
female-heads of household in Paje is outstanding in comparison with 
data from the National Migration Study of the late 1970s. According to 
this study an average of 11% of the households in rural Botswana are de 
facto headed by women (Izzard 1985:263). A reason for the low number 
of de facto female heads of households in Paje might be found in the 
changed circumstances. The past 15 years the economic situation in the 
country has changed dramatically with more employment opportunities 
within its borders due to the exploitation of mines, fast urbanization and 
the growth of trade and services, as is described in chapter 3. Thus, 
migration patterns and male absence and presence seem to have changed 
too. Since Paje is located in the middle of the country and industrial and 
urban areas are not too difficult to reach, prolonged absence of migrated 
family members can be avoided. 
The National Migration Study also indicates that widowhood was 
the most common cause of a woman becoming a permanent household 
head (Ibid. 1985:263). Of the 56% of female heads of household in Paje, 
however, more than half have never been married. This casts doubt on 
the assumption that widows represent the largest group of permanent 
household heads and suggests that unmarried mothers are household 
heads in increasing numbers. Considering the likelihood of future 
marriages, it seems likely that the latter will stay unmarried in most 
instances. 
Education 
After Independence in 1966, the educational system in Botswana 
received serious attention. All over the country primary schools were 
built, followed by a boom of secondary schools in the 1980s.8 This 
8
 Primary school entails seven classes, from standard one to seven. Secondary 
schools can be divided into Junior and Senior Secondary education. A Junior 
Certificate (JC) can be obtained after completing the two years of Junior Secondary 
education and the Cambridge Overseas School Certificate (COSC) after completing 
the three years of Senior Secondary education. 
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increase in educational opportunities was noticeable among the 
interviewed women. Since all interviewed women are 25 years and 
older, it is not surprising to find that none of the fifty women had 
attended secondary school. Twenty-five women have no formal school 
education at all, eighteen women had gone through standard one to three 
and only seven women had attended primary school from standard four 
to seven. Of this latter group, all belong to the youngest age group, 
indicating that the educational level is rising among the younger women 
(see Appendix III, Table 5.6). 
To fight illiteracy, the government started literacy campaigns after 
Independence. In Paje volunteers gave literacy classes. Of the 
interviewed women, only a few women participated in these classes. For 
reading and writing of official letters and documents, most of the 
women depend on their children, who in general have more education 
than their mothers. A consequence of the low level of education is, 
though, that the opportunities for these women in the labour market are 
rather low, if not totally non-existent (see e.g. van Paassen 1993). 
Instead, the women depend on their children for access to income 
sources through wage labour and are inclined to allocate substantial 
household resources in order to secure higher levels of education for 
their children. 
Sexual division of labour and workload 
The economic and social life of the interviewed women from Paje is 
restricted to the conventional activities of tilling the fields, beer brewing, 
other odd jobs, and housekeeping. A number of references have already 
been made to the sexual division of labour in the previous chapters. We 
have seen that the household and work on the fields is predominantly a 
female domain, while cattle is the domain of men. However, this 
division is not totally clear-cut, according to the fifty women, when 
regarding crop and livestock farming. So what is the sexual division of 
labour? How heavy is the women's workload? Here I present a more 
detailed overview of the different tasks women perform, the workload 
they have and the assistance women get from family members, both 
male and female, or hired labourers. 
Work on the fields can be divided into seven main activities. First 
the field has to be cleared for ploughing; bushes and stumps have to be 
removed. This is a strenuous job, especially when destumping is 
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necessary. Clearing the fields of bushes is mainly done by women. In 
case of destumping, husbands or hired male labourers do the job. This is 
only required when new fields are cultivated or when old fields have 
lain fallow for some years. 
Ploughing is the second activity, which takes a day by tractor but 
about a week when done with oxen or donkeys, depending on the size 
of the fields. Ploughing is predominantly a male activity, even though 
four of the interviewed women, all widows or single women, did the 
ploughing themselves. Some husbands of the married women do a share 
of the ploughing, but in many cases labour is hired for ploughing. The 
widows and single women, in particular, rely heavily on hired labourers, 
who plough with tractors or oxen. Although male family members have 
become responsible for ploughing since the introduction of the plough, 
this responsibility has largely been undermined during the last decade 
with the free access to draught power through development schemes, as 
is elaborated upon later in this chapter. Because of this access to free 
draught power, the single women and widows in particular organise the 
ploughing themselves. 
Thirdly, planting is done simultaneously with ploughing. This is 
almost exclusively a female job, though some elderly married women 
get some assistance from their retired husbands. Whereas row planting is 
highly recommended by agricultural extension workers, all people scatter 
the seeds, a less labour intensive method of sowing, which only takes a 
few hours. 
The activities described above take place every year in December 
and January, when the first rains have moistened the fields. But in the 
arid climate of Botswana and especially in the part of Central District 
where Paje is situated, the outcome of agricultural activities is uncertain. 
Hence the related activities like weeding, harvesting and storage are only 
carried out in years with sufficient rain. 
From weeding onwards quite a few women have assistance from 
daughters or other female family members. Weeding demands about one 
to two month's work. Bird scaring is the next time consuming task. This 
activity requires permanent presence at the fields once the plants bear 
seeds. Harvesting is the most labour intensive part and takes at least two 
weeks. When the harvesting process starts women receive the most 
assistance, some married women from their husbands and the widows 
and single women from as many female family members as possible. In 
an exceptional case, hired labour will be called in. Finally, threshing, 
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winnowing and storing the harvest take at least another two weeks and 
are performed by the same people who do the harvesting. 
One-third of the women interviewed accomplish all the above 
mentioned tasks on their own, without any assistance once the ploughing 
is done. We have to keep in mind, though, that because of recurrent 
droughts the above agricultural cycle is frequently interrupted, which is 
illustrated below, when discussing cultivation as one of the sources of 
income. 
Currently, as I described above, some women do the ploughing 
themselves with oxen. Old norms and values, which prevented women 
from handling cattle, seem to disappear, once economic necessity and 
the absence of men force women to take over male tasks. This is even 
more evident when looking at the number of women who look after 
their own cattle. Although cattle care is a predominantly male activity, 
among the households with cattle, five women look after the cattle 
themselves. Three of them are widows, one is single and one is the 
married woman who is separated from her husband. Of the other 
households with cattle, husbands, hired male labourers or male family 
members look after the cattle. Where households have labourers to tend 
their cattle, these labourers are often Basarwa, the so-called bushmen, 
who receive very little payment for their services. 
Women, with the help of children, also look after smaller 
livestock like goats and chicken. Where goats are kept at the cattle post, 
men also perform this task, but in general not in the village. Taking care 
of poultry is an exclusively female task. Both tasks do not demand too 
much time and labour; goats and chicken roam around the village, they 
only have to be watered and given some additional food, and the goats 
have to be rounded up and put in a kraal in the evening. Sometimes a 
goat is milked in the morning, also a female job. The smaller the 
animals, the more likely it is that women take care of them, but keeping 
cattle is no longer an exclusive male domain. 
In contrast to the above activities, the activities within the domestic 
domain are almost exclusively performed by women, with the help of 
children. Stamping sorghum, cooking, washing, fetching water and fire 
wood, collecting wild fruit and vegetables, repairing huts and looking 
after children are all done only by women. A few men will occasionally 
do their own washing, and some husbands collect firewood by car or by 
donkey cart. 
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The age of the woman is a crucial determinant when looking at 
the workload in the household. Women up to 30 years old have no 
daughters who are old enough to take over all household tasks. With 
increasing age and growing daughters the household burden decreases 
tremendously for these women. But in general, this burden is not as 
demanding as it is frequently described: it is often stated that women in 
rural sub-Saharan Africa have an extremely heavy workload (see e.g. 
Guyer 1984:19-32). When considering the information I obtained from 
the fifty women and relying on my daily observations of households 
activities, I cast doubt on these statements as far as Paje is concerned. 
Especially in times of low harvests, or when the agricultural season is 
over, women have ample time to visit, relax and sit around, as 
demonstrated in the previous chapter when describing the activities 
going on during a day in Paje. An exception are the poorer young 
women with several small children. 
The time spent on the above mentioned household tasks gives an 
impression of the household workload. As Paje has standpipes scattered 
over the village, fetching water for the household takes one woman an 
hour per day at the most, depending on the number of children who help 
her. The collection of firewood is also not too time consuming a job. It 
can be gathered in the vicinity of the village, and most women only 
spend a couple of hours per week collecting wood. 
Stamping sorghum is the most time consuming task, but as many 
households had not had a harvest during the last years, ground sorghum 
or mealie-meal is bought which does not require stamping. Washing is 
done once or twice a week and does not take too long. Cooking is more 
time consuming, but especially among the poor households only one 
warm meal a day is prepared. Children of school-going age prepare their 
own breakfast and assist in the preparations of the other meals. 
Child care is also not too heavy a task. Babies receive the most 
attention until they are weaned. After that they are left to play in or near 
the compound with other children, who are trained to look after their 
little brothers and sisters at a young age. A more in-depth time-
allocation study than I have done would be necessary to assess the 
workload of women in more detail. But I doubt whether the outcome 
would be very different from my impression. 
When reviewing the sexual division of labour as far as crop 
cultivation and the household is concerned, it is only with ploughing that 
substantial amounts of male labour are involved, either through husbands 
or hired labourers. Women either get help from their (retired) husbands, 
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if married, or from female family members, mainly daughters, if they 
have any assistance at all with other agricultural activities. Hence, 
women carry the main responsibility of all the work on the fields, the 
involvement of male family members is limited, and assistance by 
family members restricted to direct household members, especially 
daughters, indicating that wider labour support networks hardly exist. 
Housekeeping is an exclusively female terrain and restricted to the 
household members. 
5.4 Land, livestock and other sources of income 
An overview of the income sources of the fifty women gives both 
further information on kinship support networks which operate at present 
and on the economic diversification of the households. We have to keep 
in mind that a large proportion of the households in rural Botswana are 
very poor. Molutsi states that 61.3% of all rural households may be 
considered poverty stricken (1992:20). 
Households in Paje make use of a broad range of income sources. 
Livestock, especially cattle, are a crucial resource and a repository of 
wealth, since cattle can be sold in periods of hardship. Subsistence 
agriculture is another income source, which supplies the household with 
part of its staple food during non-drought years. Remittances through 
wage labour of migrant family members and small scale activities in the 
village such as beer brewing, collecting and selling grass for thatching 
roofs, maintaining huts, and selling small stock, are other possible 
income sources. 
In the census reports of 1981 a large number of female villagers 
older than twelve years have been reported as being economically non-
active (249) compared with men (59). Of the economically active, 
women (200) and men (167), 181 women and 163 men were involved in 
agriculture, including both crop and livestock fanning; twenty-six men 
and twenty-four women did regular paid work for others. The remaining 
economically active women and men were small-scale entrepreneurs 
(two men) or did piece work (one men and two women), or were 
seeking work (two men and three women).9 In the next section I take a 
' The high incidence of economically non-active women in the census raises 
doubts about the way economic activity is understood by the respondents. The large 
number of women who brew beer, as is elaborated on later in this chapter, indicate 
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closer look at the access that the fifty women have to this range of 
income sources, and assess whether a large number of the women are 
indeed economically non-active. 
Cattle and cattle ownership 
As crop yields have always been low in Botswana, the increasing 
importance of cattle ownership as an economic asset over the last 100 
years should not be underestimated. The Bamangwato in particular have 
always been important cattle keepers, using vast areas of their immense 
territory for grazing, as opposed to most of the southern communities, 
where there was more pressure for land. Cattle are an important 
economic resource for the Bamangwato and, hence, for the villagers of 
Paje. Migrated men in particular invest their money earned in wage 
labour in cattle, which function as their 'pension scheme' when retired. 
Their cattle are herded by relatives at the cattle post or near the village. 
When considering cattle ownership I followed the categories used 
by Amtzen, which are also used by the villagers themselves, as 
mentioned at the end of chapter 4: none, less than twenty, between 
twenty and forty, and over forty head of cattle (1989:100-101). This 
categorization is used because owners are reluctant to disclose the exact 
number of cattle they own. Fear of jealousy and witchcraft which might 
inflict harm to the cattle make this a touchy subject.10 
In table 5.3 the number of households with and without cattle are 
presented for the three different categories of households. When 
assessing cattle ownership among the fifty households, the following 
distinctions can be made. Twenty-five households have no cattle at all. 
This figure corresponds with the national figure. Only nine households 
have over 40 head of cattle and can be considered 'big' cattle owners. 
The number of households with 20 cattle or less is thirteen, again 
corresponding with the figure of three-quarters of households on the 
national level which do not have the minimum number of cattle to be 
able to plough independently (Government of Botswana/Unicef 
that the majority of women are economically active, in contrast with the low number 
reported in the census. 
10
 Only 46 households in Paje owned cattle according to the census figures of 
1981. This rather low number is most probably due both to the fear of public 
knowledge of the number of cattle one owns, and to high taxes. 
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1989:55). The number of households of single women without cattle is 
high (14 out of 18; 77.5%) compared with the number of married 
women without cattle in the household (6 out of 21; 28.5%). 
Table S3 Marital status and presence of cattle within the household 
CATTLE 
MARITAL STATUS 
married 
widow 
single 
total 
none 
6 
5 
14 
25 
1 >20 
10 
2 
1 
13 
20M0 
2 
1 
3 
>40 
5 
2 
2 
9 
total 
21 
11 
18 
50 
However, it is not only important to look at the number of cattle at the 
household level. A distinction has to be made between the owners of the 
herd and dependent family members. Non-owners depend to a large 
extent on their relationship with the owner, and his or her willingness 
(or not) to share in the proceeds of the sale of cattle. The power vested 
in the owner was insisted on by all women, indicating a notion of 
individual ownership rather than communal ownership. 
In the twenty-five households with cattle, most cattle were owned 
by men (13). Ownership was shared among women and men in four 
households (see Appendix ΙΠ, table 5.7). In one household ownership 
was shared among women. In only seven households were the cattle 
exclusively owned by individual women." Among the twenty-eight 
female-heads of households, nineteen women have no cattle (68%). 
Among the fifteen single female-heads of household this number is very 
high, namely twelve women without cattle (80%) (see table 5.4). 
When considering cattle ownership in more detail, the difference 
between married and unmarried women disappears. Of the six widows 
with cattle in their household, only three widows own the cattle 
themselves. Two are wealthy widows, both with about 70 head of cattle 
and one has between 20 and 40 animals. Although most single women 
own no cattle, two of the four single women with cattle share the 
ownership with other relatives. In those households where women share 
11
 Three are widows, two are single women, one is married and one is a 
separated woman. 
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the ownership with the husband it was not clear whether the women had 
their own cattle, obtained, for example, through inheritance. 
However, two married women have their own cattle. One has only 
one cow, which she obtained in exchange for collecting grass. The other 
married woman has a herd of about 40 cattle, which she accumulated 
from cattle she had on loan (mafisa) from relatives for a considerable 
number of years. Every year she received one or two head of cattle in 
return for tending the animals. Her husband, who has a relationship with 
another woman in the village with whom he spends most of his time, 
started to sell some of the cattle a couple of years ago. He only gave his 
legitimate wife minor amounts of money, spending the bulk with the 
other woman. The deserted wife started a court case at the kgotla to 
settle the dispute about the ownership and to be able to prevent her 
husband from selling her cattle without consulting her. After a series of 
court cases, the traditional court at Serowe finally judged the cattle to be 
hers, so her husband lost access to her cattle. Joyfully she told me about 
having sold two head of cattle to the Botswana Meat Corporation 
(BMC) in 1989 without giving her husband and the other woman a 
single thebe.12 
Thus, only seven of the fifty women can sell cattle and spend the 
proceeds for whatever purpose they choose, without the obligation of 
consulting others. The women who own the cattle by themselves were 
very outspoken when discussing this subject. They would only support 
other people when they felt obliged to do so, like unmarried daughters 
with children, parents, and in some instances other family members. 
As mentioned previously, another form of access to cattle is 
through mafisa. Rich cattle holders place cattle out on loan. This 
custom, which in the past was used to establish bonds of dependence 
and loyalty, is still practised to make herding easier and to spread risks 
in case of diseases. The one who tends the cattle can use the oxen for 
ploughing, the cows for milking and often receives a calf a year for his 
or her services. The owner can at any moment reclaim their cattle, but 
in most instances the people have the loan cattle for long periods of 
time and eventually can build their own herds. However, they obviously 
cannot sell the loan cattle. 
Among the unmarried women there were none with cattle on loan. 
In contrast, two households of married women without cattle and three 
with cattle have these 'loan-cattle'. Among the widows one woman 
12
 The Pula, the national currency, is divided into 100 Thebe. 
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without cattle and two widows with cattle have loan cattle. The custom 
of agisting is still arranged via males: none of the single women have 
loan cattle. The case of the deserted woman is an exception and 
demonstrates that ownership of cattle is not always undisputed. The herd 
derived from mafisa on loan from her relatives was only allocated to her 
because of serious misuse by her husband. 
All big and some small cattle owners have their own cattle post. 
The remaining households had their cattle in the village or on their land. 
They water their cattle at the wells which are dug in the banks of Paje 
river. The cattle kept on the fields and in the village are a real nuisance 
for those women who do not have their fields fenced. One of the major 
problems in the fields is cattle which roam around and damage the 
crops. In principle, the victim can sue the owner of the cattle to restore 
the damage in cash, but it is often difficult to determine whose cattle it 
was. It even happens that a person's cattle ruins their own crops. 
Subsistence agriculture 
Crop cultivation is another indicator of wealth and socio-economic 
differentiation. In a region prone to drought, however, it is an unreliable 
source. In periods with just enough rain, sorghum is the main crop, as it 
is quite drought resistant. Maize and pumpkins are sown and beans 
planted, but mostly with low (or no) yields. Therefore, when discussing 
production here, only sorghum is included. 
After six successive years of severe drought and almost no yields, 
crop cultivation was successful only in the 1987-1988 season. Most 
households need 10 bags of sorghum or more a year depending on the 
size of the household (not including the sorghum needed for brewing 
boyalwa, the traditional beer). At least 42% of the households did not 
meet this required minimum quantity in 1988 (see Appendix III, table 
5.8). During the 1988-1989 and 1989-1990 seasons the rains came too 
late, resulting in another two years with scarcely any yield. In 1989 only 
seven women harvested some crops, while in 1990 this number was 
reduced to two women. 
During my visit to Paje in April 1992 I once again visited most of 
the women I interviewed in 1990. Although about ten households had 
some yields in 1991, the year 1992 was again a drought year and the 
crops failed once more. This means that within a period of ten years 
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only the yield in 1988 was a substantial source of income for most of 
the women who ploughed. '3 
However, six households did not plough in the 1987-1988 season, 
among them two widows and four single women.14 The reasons why 
women do not plough are diverse, varying from a very wealthy widow 
who had to look after her cattle and had no time for ploughing, to a 
single woman who cannot afford to pay the tractor owner the required 
lump sum in advance. Apart from the rich widow, the other five women 
are from households without cattle. Some women ploughed too late, as 
they were depending on hired cattle and had to wait too long. Others 
had their meagre crops damaged by cattle or Quelea birds in previous 
years and feared that it would happen again.15 
Looking at the yields in Paje over the last ten years, we find that 
crop cultivation is no longer one of the distinctive factors of the rural 
socio-economic position of households. Whereas in the 1985/1986 
Household Income and Expenditure Survey it was estimated that rural 
households produced 38.2% of their food needs, in Paje these quantities 
have not been met in most households during the last decade 
(Government of Botswana/UNICEF 1989:43). 
In consequence, if we consider crop cultivation as a subsistence 
and income source, it is evident that this source of income has 
completely lost its central place. During the last decade of recurrent 
droughts women were unable to complete the full agricultural cycle 
most years, nor meet household food demands, let alone produce for the 
market. According to Molutsi, Botswana's crop sector has collapsed 
completely (1992:15). The diminishing importance of subsistence 
agriculture can be illustrated with figures on the distribution of the gross 
domestic product. A comparison of the structure of production at the 
national level in 1965 and 1988 shows the diminishing importance of 
13
 In Botswana people often refer to ploughing the fields when they mean 
cultivation. 
14
 That not all households are involved in crop farming is also indicated by the 
1981 census data. Of the 181 households, 147 households were cited as having 
planted crops during the 5 years preceding the census (Government of Botswana 
1982b:50-152). 
" These tiny birds come in huge flocks and, like locusts, can strip a field barren 
within a short time. 
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agriculture. The percentage of agriculture in the distribution of the gross 
domestic product has declined from 34% to 3%. 
Both crop and livestock farming have lost their central place in 
the national economy, but crop cultivation to an even larger extent than 
cattle rearing. The percentage of agriculture in the distribution of the 
gross domestic product represents income derived almost entirely from 
the cattle industry. The government has focused much attention on the 
commercialisation of the cattle industry and almost ignored crop 
agriculture. Hence, women's economic significance through agriculture 
has weakened even further during recent decades. 
Remittances 
Remittances are significant in that they offer an additional source of 
income, and they are an indicator of continuing reciprocal bonds 
between family members. Links between migrated family members in 
urban areas with the family in the home village may still exist, but it is 
questionable whether these links are sufficient enough to guarantee the 
transfer of remittances and support of the family back home. To have 
family members with steady jobs does not mean that they send 
remittances home on a regular basis. Depending on the size of the wage, 
the position in the household, social bonds and obligations in the family, 
and the cost of their own upkeep, amounts of money sent to family 
members vary from absolutely nothing to substantial support. 
Twenty-two of the fifty households have no family member in 
wage labour and, thus, receive no remittances. Another four households 
with family in wage labour do not receive any money. This means that 
the total number of households without remittances is twenty-six. 
Among the non-cattle-owners there are sixteen households without 
remittances (64%). When considering the position of the single female 
heads of household without cattle, it is noteworthy that most of them 
belong to the households who also do not receive remittances (7 out of 
12; see table 5.12).16 
Of the twenty-four households receiving remittances, only seven 
households receive monthly amounts of substantial economic value, i.e. 
amounts exceeding Ρ 50 per month, of whom two are headed by single 
16
 See also appendix ΙΠ, table 5.9 for the relation between number of family 
members in wage labour and cattle holding. 
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women and one by a widow.17 The latter three women receive these 
monthly amounts from their sons. Most contributions from women are 
regular, especially when they have left their children in the care of their 
mothers, but low, because most of these women have relatively low paid 
jobs. 
All in all, more than half of the households have no income from 
members in wage labour and only seven households receive a significant 
amount. The household members in wage labour are mainly male (37), 
in contrast with female members (12), and in all except two cases, are 
children or grandchildren of the interviewed women. In the two 
exceptions they are the husbands of interviewed women. 
The above figures indicate that most households which receive 
remittances only get small amounts, and that the financial ties between 
family members in wage labour and their kin in the home village are not 
particularly strong. Since these household members are close family 
members (sons, daughters, grandsons and granddaughters and husbands) 
the support system is restricted to direct household members and is not 
extended to other relatives (uncles, aunts, nephews, nieces, and the like). 
Beer brewing and other minor sources of income 
The number of women from households without cattle who brew beer 
indicates the importance of this source of income; in twenty-one of the 
twenty-five non-cattle holding households women brew beer. In contrast, 
of the twenty-five cattle holding households only twelve women brew 
beer. Particulary for the single women without cattle and no other 
substantial sources of income, beer brewing is the main source of 
income, enabling them to eke out a living. 
A sort of informal network regulates the number of women who 
sell beer on the same day. This does not work optimally: some women 
do not sell all their beer and have to throw the remains away due to lack 
of customers. Some women brew beer only once a month, others as 
often as five times a month. At the fields or even at the cattle post beer 
brewing occurs when there is enough time. As a result, the income from 
beer brewing varies. Only one woman brews daily, but she produces the 
traditional beer kgadi, made from wild fruit and brown sugar. 
17
 An income through remittances exceeding Ρ 50 per month can be considered 
to be substantial (Amtzen 1989:98-101). 
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Income from beer brewing is difficult to estimate. Considerable 
financial outlay is required to purchase ingredients, like sorghum, maize 
and sugar. The incomes the women earn are gross incomes and should 
at least be halved to get an idea of the net amount earned from beer 
brewing. Eight single, three married and one widowed woman reported 
earning over Ρ 60 per month, but less than Ρ 100 per month. When 
dividing these amounts into half, none of the women has a net income 
exceeding Ρ 50 per month, the same amount as I have used to 
distinguish between substantial income from remittances (see Appendix 
III, table 5.10). 
That income from beer brewing is an important source of income 
for female-headed households in particular is well known. In a study on 
sorghum beer in Botswana, Haggblade found that female-headed 
households earned up to 23% of the total household income from 
sorghum beer, while for male-headed households the average income 
from beer brewing was 8% (1984:79). It is beyond the scope of my 
study to elaborate on the exact income figures as represented by the 
different income sources of the fifty households, but for those single 
women without cattle and remittances, beer brewing is the main source 
of income and exceeds the 23% reported by Haggblade.18 
The fifty women mentioned very few other income sources. Only 
two women receive some income from selling home-made fatcakes. In 
five households some money is earned by occasionally building or 
repairing huts for other villagers. Quite a few women cut grass in winter 
time, especially when in financial need. Some women collect and sell 
pane, dried worms with a high level of protein, which are favoured as a 
delicacy. None of the women reported any income from activities such 
as collecting and selling firewood, sewing or knitting, producing 
traditional baskets or the selling of wild fruit and vegetables. All these 
income sources are small earnings generated on a sporadic basis. 
Goats and chickens could be a potential source of income, too. 
Those people who have chickens and goats mainly use them for their 
own consumption. Again, most unmarried women have no goats and 
chickens, in contrast with married women. As with cattle, ownership 
determines who can sell the small livestock. However, they are only 
sold on an irregular basis, when there is a need for cash, which makes it 
18
 In section 5.5 I refer more in detail to the problems which are involved when 
one tries to estimate the monetary values of the income sources. 
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another source of minor income on a sporadic basis. Casual labour in 
agriculture is another minor source of income-in-kind, in years with 
enough rain. Because of drought, this form of labour had not been in 
demand for a considerable number of years and was, thus, of minimal 
significance. 
Various married women, apart from the two women who have 
employed husbands, have some form of income through their husbands, 
who perform odd jobs in the village and at the cattle posts. Five 
husbands have various kinds of casual income activities, such as 
building roofs, collecting and selling poles for fencing, or from 
traditional healing and church activities. Four husbands work at their 
own cattle post. The other ten husbands remain in the village and do not 
contribute extra income to the households. Most of them are elderly 
men, who worked in the mines in South Africa during the 1950s and 
1960s. They used their wages to finance their own herd of cattle. 
Maintenance payments by the fathers for their children is also an 
unreliable source of income for the unmarried female heads of 
household. None of the interviewed single women received financial 
support from the father(s) of their children. Only those women who have 
a temporary partner receive occasional money or gifts. 
Finally, money lending, although not an income source per se, is 
an ultimate possibility for poor women to overcome acute financial 
problems. Women borrow money from wealthy relatives or villagers, for 
instance, to pay the lump sum needed for ploughing, or to buy 
ingredients for beer brewing. This often leads to serious problems, as 
indicated by the civil court cases reported at the kgotla. Most civil cases 
reported at the customary court are money claims. However, once they 
are reported, the outstanding amount is frequently returned without trial. 
This phenomenon indicates once more that support systems are weak 
and that the local economy has become highly monetarized. 
All of the above income sources, except beer brewing and 
remittances from husbands, are incidental and unreliable. In particular 
women without cattle or remittances are in a vulnerable economic 
situation, among them many are single women who head a household. 
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Access to and use of development programmes 
It might be expected that due to their precarious economic situation 
women would make ample use of the opportunities development 
programmes offer. Are development programmes a final source of 
income and resources women can depend on? To what extent are these 
programmes used? As indicated in chapter 1, on a national scale, two 
programmes are implemented, with the objectives of upgrading 
agricultural activities, and of diversifying economic activities by 
supporting small entrepreneurship in rural areas. These are the Arable 
Land Development Programme (ALDEP) and the Financial Assistance 
Policy (FAP) which both include a policy of affirmative action towards 
women. Two other programmes are specially developed to fight the 
consequences of the long period of drought in the 1980s. These 
programmes are targeted at the poorest section of society, such as the 
Drought Relief Programme (DR) and the Arable Rainfed Agricultural 
Programme (ARAP). In principle, villagers in Paje have access to all 
these programmes. Here we have a closer look at the access to and use 
of these programmes by the fifty households. 
Farmers with less then 40 cattle and ploughing less than 10 
hectares are targeted in the ALDEP programme. This constitutes 
approximately 70% of the crop farmers (Purcell 1982:5). ALDEP mainly 
delivers inputs to improve agricultural production to farmers, and each 
farmer has to contribute 15% of the value of every package of the 
programme. Oxen for ploughing can be arranged for farmers with less 
then 10 head of cattle and donkeys for non-cattle owners. Ploughs, 
planters, fences and subsidies for water and destumping can also be 
obtained. Since 1985 special efforts have been made to reach female 
heads of households, as they are considered to belong to the poorest 
section of society. 
In Paje only seven of the fifty households made use of ALDEP 
packages, five households of married and two households of single 
women. Of the latter, in one household the uncle, who is head of the 
household, obtained a plough, while of the second household a rich 
single female-head of household with over 40 cattle had her fields 
fenced to protect them from being damaged by cattle. Among the 
households of the married women two had their fields fenced and two 
others got a plough. The fifth household, with 7 head of cattle, made use 
of the ploughing scheme before the implementation of ARAP. In all 
these households the husbands are the heads and in all except one 
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household they have cattle. In one household the number of cattle is 
much higher than 40, and this household is in fact too wealthy to 
supposedly be able to make use of this programme. The same applies to 
the wealthy single woman mentioned above. Consequently, only five 
households who belong to the target group of ALDEP made use of the 
programme. 
The question arises as to why more households do not make use 
of these programmes. One of the reasons can be found in the long 
period of drought, which gives no incentives to people to invest in crop 
cultivation. As I have shown, the significance of agriculture as a source 
of income is minimal and, therefore, its future as an income source 
might be doubted." 
The drought relief schemes are also responsible for the limited use 
of a programme like ALDEP. In particular, the drought relief scheme 
ARAP, which was introduced in 1985 as a programme to Fight the 
severe consequences of the drought, hampered the ALDEP programme. 
It overlapped with the objectives of ALDEP and even hindered the 
implementation of ALDEP, since several ARAP packages were freely 
accessible for all farmers, regardless the number of cattle they owned. 
All farmers could be assisted with ploughing, receiving Ρ 70 per hectare 
up to a maximum of 7 hectares. Ρ 20 per hectare was paid for row 
planting, free seed was provided, compensation of Ρ 70 per hectare was 
paid for destumping, and low cost fencing and water facilities were 
offered. 
Not surprisingly, the drought relief scheme ARAP is used on a 
much larger scale than ALDEP. Forty-two households made use of this 
programme; all made use of the ploughing scheme and received free 
seed, whereas other packages were not used. Most households used a 
tractor for ploughing (18) or hired oxen (16). In only five households 
were their own oxen used, in four households by married women and in 
one case by a wealthy widow. This means that they received the money 
paid by ARAP for doing their own ploughing. For all other households 
who ploughed in 1989-1990, the money for ploughing went to the 
tractor and cattle owners, except for one, an unmarried woman who used 
her donkeys. Consequently, only six of the households received the 
money themselves, the more wealthy households with enough cattle or 
donkeys to plough independently. One poor woman could not make use 
" The future of agriculture and the way women view their traditional economic 
domain, is discussed at length in the next chapter. 
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of ARAP, although she wanted to plough, because she could not pay the 
lump sum to the tractor owner, which he demanded in advance. Various 
people reported that some tractor owners both received the pay from 
ARAP, and kept the lump sum. 
The use of the ploughing scheme of ARAP in particular prevented 
most households from ploughing once it was ended. Since this 
programme has stopped in June 1990, ploughing has become a problem 
for many households. Since ARAP, prices have been at or above Ρ 70 
per hectare for ploughing with cattle or tractors. The women from 
households without cattle and insufficient income from remittances did 
not know where they would find the cash to pay for ploughing in the 
future. Another negative impact of this programme is that reciprocal 
obligations for assistance have withered away since hard cash has 
replaced other options of access to draught power. 
This became evident during my fieldwork in 1992. In the 1990-
1991 season only 27 households ploughed and in the 1991-1992 season 
the number was 28 households, while in the 1987-1988 season, when 
ARAP was still in operation, the number was as high as 44. Only two 
households had access to cattle of relatives, the other households either 
ploughed with their own or hired cattle, or with a hired tractor. 
The labour based relief programme of Drought Relief (DR) is also 
a more frequently used scheme, especially by women. This programme 
provided employment opportunities for the poorest of the poor, and at 
the same time infrastructural services for the village. In Paje, the labour 
projects undertaken ranged from dam construction, a vegetable garden 
and woodlot, to erosion control and the building of houses, offices and 
shelters. Each project employed 40 people for a period of one month 
normally three times a year. Every project took about three months and 
each person earned Ρ 3 per day, resulting in a total income of only Ρ 60 
a month per person. 
Of the fifty households, thirty-eight households had members 
participating in the labour projects in Paje since 1983. As the 
programme lasted for 7 years some villagers have participated more than 
once in the projects and of some households more than one member 
worked for DR. Participation in DR seems to be a predominantly female 
affair. Eighty percent of the participants in the labour projects were 
women. This could be the interviewed woman herself, or her daughters 
or granddaughters who are member of the household (see Appendix ΙΠ, 
table 5.11). 
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Twelve households of those households which had members 
participating in DR had 20 head of cattle or more. These households are 
not the poor households, the target group of the programme. Apart from 
favouring friends and relatives by the Village Development Committee 
members, the organization which decided who could participate in the 
projects, this indicates another phenomenon, namely intra-household 
differences. For instance, in the compound where I lived two unmarried 
daughters with children had no source of income at all, whereas the 
mother had cattle and received occasional remittances from her sons. 
The mother paid most of the expenses for the children of her daughters, 
but this created a lot of tension in the household as she felt her 
daughters took this situation for granted. Both daughters participated in 
DR projects to earn at least some cash of their own. But most DR 
participation is limited to one month per year. Hence, the income of Ρ 
60 is just a once-off earning. This tension among household members 
was expressed by many informants, in particular in households which 
included unmarried daughters with children and unemployed male 
members. Arguments about money occur frequently, and disrupt 
household cohesion. 
Both the large-scale use of the labour intensive work programme, 
and the food programme indicate the frequency of poverty in the village. 
The supplementary and direct food programme for 'destitutes' as part of 
the drought relief programme operates to assist the extremely poor 
households. In Paje, 105 people are registered as destitute, among whom 
fourteen are very really serious cases. The latter receive a food package 
worth Ρ 30 every month, consisting of small quantities of mealie-meal, 
sugar, tea, powdered milk, soap, candles, flour, baking powder, salt, 
cooking oil and sorghum. The remaining group of 'destitutes' receive 
12.5 kg of mealie-meal and a bottle of cooking oil every month.20 
In the cases where children or relatives of these households have 
migrated and are employed and do not support their family members, 
these relatives are traced and made responsible for support by the 
Assistant Community Development Officer. Of course, this often does 
not work out as no sanctions can be applied.2' This phenomenon once 
20
 This part of the Drought Relief Scheme will continue, while all other schemes 
had been terminated by June 1990. 
21
 Interview 03-10-1990 with Family Welfare Educator and 04-10-1990 with the 
Assistant Community Development Officer. 
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more indicates that the traditional system of social control and support is 
weakening. 
I can be brief about the Financial Assistance Policy (FAP), which 
includes a credit scheme for small income-generating activities like 
brickmoulding, sewing, knitting, and carpentry, with affirmative action 
for rural women. None of the fifty households made use of this pro-
gramme. In fact, most women did not even know the programme 
existed. 
Consequently, access to and use of development programmes has 
been mainly restricted to the labour intensive work programmes and the 
ARAP packages as part of the Drought Relief Programme, which was 
terminated by mid 1990. Both drought relief schemes were widely used, 
as they addressed acute poverty. However, these schemes offer no 
structural solutions for the problems faced by the poor households. In 
fact the drought relief schemes operate mainly in preventing large scale 
migration to the towns and industrial areas. The unfamiliarity with the 
Financial Assistance Policy indicates the failure of the responsible 
government institutions to promote more structurally-oriented solutions 
to confront rural poverty. 
5.5 Socio-economic stratification 
When looking at the range of income sources as outlined above, cattle 
ownership and remittances are the most distinctive characteristics of 
wealth, whereas other sources are either occasional or offer very low 
financial return. In this section, I will first list the income sources and 
discuss the necessity and possibility of converting them into monetary 
value. This monetary value is needed to assess the monthly income of 
the fifty households and to develop a way of measuring socio-economic 
stratification. 
I have shown that the number of income sources per household 
can differ from one to over four. The various sources distinguished so 
far are cattle, yields from crop cultivation, remittances, beer brewing, 
other small scale income-generating activities, and development 
programmes. However, the conversion of these different income sources 
into monthly monetary incomes is rather difficult. 
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Cattle is the first income source of which the value is difficult to 
estimate.22 Herds differ in composition and the price of a single beast 
depends on diverging factors like age, sex and condition of the beast, 
the location of sale and the type of buyer (e.g. a relative, a trader or the 
Botswana Meat Commission). Different methods have been developed to 
estimate the value of herds of cattle, but none of these are suitable as an 
index of the value of cattle. Consequently, I refrain from converting this 
income source into monetary terms and I adhere to the categories 
hitherto used: none, less than twenty, between twenty and forty and over 
forty animals. Instead, I make a distinction between the cattle wealth in 
the household and the actual owner, since ownership determines to a 
large extent one's access to this income source, as indicated above. 
Secondly, I exclude income from crop cultivation, since the 1989-
1990 season, the period when I collected the data, proved to be 
unsuccessful. I have already questioned the appropriateness of including 
crop yields as an income source, since in Paje this source of income has 
been almost completely absent for 10 years. 
Thirdly, income from remittances is presented in monetary terms 
since it includes a substantial income source for some households. 
Therefore remittances are a category which is used as an indicator of 
wealth in monetary terms. 
Fourthly, income from small scale income-generating activities 
like beer brewing, casual labour, baking fat-cakes, maintaining huts and 
selling grass and small livestock is omitted. All these sources can be 
converted into monetary terms, such as income from beer brewing, but 
offer rather meagre returns, not exceeding Ρ 50 per month. Although 
these income sources are often crucial for survival, they do not offer 
opportunities for improvement of a woman's economic position. и 
Finally, income from a development programme like the Labour 
Intensive Relief Programme is negligible too, considering the incidental 
2 2
 For a more detailed explanation of the difficulties of estimating cattle value, 
see Kerven 1982:620-622. 
2 3
 Apart from cash, family members receive contributions in kind, especially 
food and clothes, which can represent substantial amounts of money. These sources 
of income will be left out as measuring the influx and converting the value into 
monthly income figures was beyond the scope of this research. I even doubt whether 
these contributions in kind exceed the amount of Ρ SO per monthly, as visits home 
by family members in wage labour are often irregular, restricted to the official 
public holidays in Botswana or even to Christmas only. 
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participation in the programme of once a year or less, with a maximum 
income of Ρ 60. Income from ARAP should be taken into account when 
owners of draught power receive payment for the number of hectares 
ploughed.24 Since cattle ownership is already an indicator of wealth, 
the inclusion of ARAP incomes does not make a further differentiation 
between the households. Therefore this source of income is left out too. 
Accordingly, I only include cattle and remittances as the main 
economic resources in the table 5.4, where I present an overview of the 
economic position of the women in the fifty households. I make a 
distinction between the different households by taking marital status and 
headship of the household as independent variables, and cattle ownership 
and income from remittances as variable indicators of the wealth. 
Table 5.4 Economic differentiation of households according to sex and 
marital status of the head 
CATTLE REMITTANCES 
total 
Male-headed 22 
Female-headed Widow+Manied 13 
Female-headed Single 15 
total 50 
0 1<20 20<40 >40 
6 11 1 4 
7 1 2 3 
12 1 - 2 
25 13 3 9 
Ρ 0 <50 >50 
11 7 4 
7 5 1 
8 5 2 
26 17 7 
The households are grouped according to the sex of the household head 
and according to the marital status of the female household head 
(widowed and married, or single) in the above table. In the first four 
columns cattle ownership is shown for the different households, in the 
last three columns the income from remittances. 
When looking at the differences between the households we see 
that most non-cattle owners can be found among the female heads of 
household (19 out of 28) in contrast with male-headed households (6 out 
of 22). When looking at the access to remittances in the above table, 
there is little difference between male-headed and female-headed 
households. However, when combining the data on cattle ownership and 
remittances, among the single female heads of household the number of 
women without cattle and without remittances is high (see appendix 3 
24
 The maximum amount does not exceed Ρ 40 per month, since Ρ 70 is paid for 
a maximum of 7 hectares. 
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table 5.12); of the 12 single women without cattle 7 women do not 
receive remittances in contrast to only 4 out of the 11 male-headed 
households without cattle. This does not mean that poverty among the 
other households does not occur. On the contrary, some male-headed 
households or households with a few cattle are also very poor. 
The data presented in the section on land, livestock and other 
sources of income and the figures presented in the above table 
demonstrate how difficult it is to estimate income sources, and to 
differentiate households economically according to income sources. Size 
of the household also has to be taken into account. The households 
headed by males have an average number of 8.5 members, while the 
households headed by women have an average number of 10.4 members 
(see appendix 3, table 5.13). The households of 9 single female-heads of 
household without cattle included unwed daughters with children, while 
households headed by men or widows, which also included unmarried 
daughters with children, are equally divided between cattle owning and 
non-cattle owning households. Hence, I conclude that the above figures 
indicate a higher incidence of poverty among single women who are 
heads of a household. 
Consequently, from the above figures it can be argued that the sex 
and marital status of the household head are important factors of 
analysis and that, though differentiation exists, the majority of female 
household heads are poor, especially when these women have never 
been married. Moreover, inter and intra-household support networks are 
quite weak and only marginally contribute to the household economy. In 
the next chapter I address the issue of weakening family support systems 
further when looking at the arrangements and incidence of damage and 
maintenance payments for unwed mothers and their children. 
Here it may suffice to conclude, that as far as income sources are 
concerned, female-headed households are in general poorer than male-
headed households and receive little or no assistance from family 
members. The minimal assistance from family members also casts 
doubts on the existence of a household development cycle, since these 
households headed by single women do not receive income from 
possible future husbands. This finding that female-headed households are 
poorer than male-headed households corresponds with figures from the 
Household Income and Expenditure Survey of 1985/1986 as presented in 
table 5.5. 
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Table 5.5 Distribution of cash income by household 1985/86 
% of household· In InoofM group 
50-100 100-200 200-300 300-600 500-1000 
Monthly not oMh Incorno, Pula 
• I Mal· headed E23 Fornai· headed 
Source: National Development Plan 7, Government of Botswana 1991:16 
The above figures indicate that in the income groups which receive up 
to Ρ 200 per month the female-headed households obviously dominate. 
This link between female-headed households and poverty has also 
been reported in other parts of the world. In certain regions of Latin 
America like rural Dominican Republic and urban Jamaica, female-
headed households are an expression of female adaption to life under 
severe poverty (Brown 1975; Bolles 1986). It seems that unmarried 
female household heads in Paje are in a particularly vulnerable financial 
position. However, poor Dominican women choose for a multi-mate 
pattern instead of for a single-partner pattern due to large scale 
unemployment of men. In other words, serial monogamy can be seen as 
a strategy for optimising their (limited) economic opportunities (Brown 
1975:324). Above we have seen that some of the single women who 
head a household have temporary liaisons and doubt whether they will 
eventually marry these men. In particular, single women above forty did 
not expect men to marry them or to contribute to the household and 
suspected them of being an extra burden. Hence it seems that these 
women have a similar multi-mate pattern to cope with severe poverty. In 
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the next chapter I will come back to this issue of a multi-mating pattern 
by poor women, when discussing the frequency of maintenance and 
family support among unmarried mothers. 
5.6 Concluding remarks 
From the above, several conclusions can be drawn regarding Peters' 
(1983) question as to the validity of the female-headed household is an 
unit of analysis. She argues that households headed by single women in 
particular, are merely a stage in the household development cycle, and 
should be included in a wider kinship support network and not be 
measured as an independent household. The data from Paje indicates, 
however, that 'dwelling units' do not consist of more than one 
'household group'. Thus, the physical/geographical 'compound' is, in 
Paje, also the social 'household'. This is a structural phenomenon in 
Paje, and therefore not only a valid, but also a necessary, unit of 
analysis. 
Hence, I argue that female-headed households are not a temporary 
phenomenon in the parental compound, before moving to the in-laws 
compound as the final outcome of the marriage process as Peters 
suggested (1983:113). On the contrary, the many de jure female-heads 
of households in Paje have their own independent dwelling units and are 
heading households in their own right and, thus, have to be considered 
as a primary unit of analysis. Moreover, unmarried mothers outnumber 
widows as female heads of households. This finding undermines the idea 
of the continuing existence of the household development cycle. 
Peters also states that female-headed households are not 
necessarily poorer than other households. The overview of the income 
sources of the different households, however, indicate that female-
headed households are, in general, poorer than male-headed households, 
especially when headed by single women. These findings show that 
family support systems are relatively weak. Individual sources of income 
through wage labour and commoditization of products and services have 
replaced exchange based on reciprocal kinship bonds and diminished the 
economic significance of subsistence agriculture. Female crop cultivation 
has become an additional subsistence source for the more affluent and a 
meagre, unreliable income source for the poor. Moreover, it also 
indicates the incidence of widespread poverty in a village like Paje 
among both male-headed and female-headed households, an impression 
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strengthened by the high dependence on development programmes 
offering free support packages. 
Furthermore, when considering the sexual division of labour and 
particularly with regard to crop cultivation, women bear the major 
burden of work. Access to labour power in cultivation is not so crucial 
any more, since development programmes have disturbed the practice of 
assisting family members with ploughing. Kinship support as far as 
access to labour is concerned is mainly restricted to female household 
members in crop cultivation. Moreover, crop production has lost its 
impact in economic terms, and is no longer a basis of subsistence. 
Consequently, the categorisation of household types according to 
marital status and headship of household serves as a suitable instrument 
for comparing the socio-economic position of male-headed and female-
headed households and for assessing variations among female-headed 
households, either headed by single, divorced, deserted or widowed 
women. Differences in access to resources per household type, like 
access to cattle, labour power and remittances are obvious, and in 
particular most female heads of households lack access to these crucial 
resources. 
Finally, households of single women are more likely to include 
unmarried daughters, which not only implies the presence of more 
dependents to feed if these daughters do not receive support from the 
father(s) of their children, but it also suggests the development of a new 
kind of household. In the next chapter I discuss the options of young 
women, including the occurrence of damage and maintenance payments, 
and the probability that this is a new household development cycle. 
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CHAPTER б 
OPTIONS FOR UNWED WOMEN OF PAJE 
6.1 Introduction 
Formal employment in Paje is limited to a few jobs in the bar and the 
shop. Casual jobs are also rare, and the only income sources left for 
women are crop cultivation, beer brewing and other, more incidental, 
income generating activities such as selling fatcakes and thatching grass; 
some women build or repair huts and many women have participated in 
labour intensive work programmes, as described in the previous chapter. 
Competition is stiff and returns are meagre and insecure. A formal job, 
though, means a steady monthly income and access to new opportunities 
beyond mere survival. What chances do young women, and unmarried 
mothers in particular, have of finding a job? Is migration a viable 
option? 
Migration to towns and industrial areas is not exclusively a male 
enterprise. Among those households with members in wage labour, a 
quarter of the employed family members are women. Not only young 
women leave the village. Some older women also leave Paje, either to 
be with their migrated husbands (if married) or in search of a job, or to 
start a small business elsewhere. In this chapter I discuss the incidence 
of migration among women from Paje and the options available to 
young women who stay behind. 
Is migration a feasible option for unmarried mothers? What kind 
of employment do they find, how do they succeed in finding these jobs 
and what kind of relation do they develop with family members back 
home? These questions are answered in the first part of this chapter. I 
made an inventory of women who migrated from Paje, and interviewed 
those who could be found. Firstly I discuss the problems encountered in 
making the inventory and tracing the migrated women. Secondly 
migration itself is illustrated with the stories of some of the migrated 
women. 
Migration is not the only option for women. They can stay home, 
contributing to the household with income from odd jobs and assistance 
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in crop production, or remain as dependants on other household 
members. In the second part special attention is paid to the position of 
unmarried mothers who stay in the village. Do support systems function 
when unmarried daughters with children stay at their parental 
compound? What are their income sources and to what extent is a future 
marriage feasible? To conclude this chapter I assess which of the 
options of migration or of staying in the village offers women more 
independence and self-determination. 
6.2. Away from agriculture 
Do you know a job for me? You have white friends; don't 
any of them need a housemaid? I have been to Francistown 
and Selebi Pikwe searching for jobs, but there are no jobs. I 
have my JC, but that doesn't help.1 I don't want to stay in 
the village, there is no future here. I like to dress nicely and 
to support my children properly, so I really need a job. 
Botsalano, a twenty-one year old unmarried mother with two children, 
was not the only one who approached me. She had been staying with 
her brother in Francistown and Selebi Pikwe for almost six months. 
When she did not find a job, and her brother did not want to support her 
any longer, she returned to her father's compound. Here she is 
dependent on him and her mother. Sometimes she receives some money 
from her brother who works in the army in Selebi Pikwe. That is her 
only source of cash income. The migrated unemployed father of her two 
young children does not support her and she has given up all hope of 
marrying him. The only way out of her total dependency is a job with a 
reasonable income. In fact, she would have liked to apply for the 
nursing course at the National Health Institute in Serowe. But that would 
mean another two years without income, which means that she could not 
pay her mother for looking after her children. 
Many young women are in a similar situation: they have children, 
no support from their children's fathers and no secure source of income. 
With the growing commoditization in society aspirations are rising: cash 
is needed for everything. These days people have to be paid for 
1
 JC= Junior Certificate. This means that she passed the exams at the completion 
of form 1 and 2 of Junior Secondary School. 
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ploughing, thatching roofs and all kind of other odd jobs. Fellow 
villagers with jobs who come home to visit their families wear fancy 
dresses and suits and some even drive nice cars. Catalogues of South 
African mail-order firms, full of fashionable clothes and shoes, each 
item equivalent to the monthly salary of a typist or even more, stimulate 
the desire for these goods. A well paying job offers access to all these 
luxuries. 
The main reason for leaving the village to search for a job is the 
lack of independent income sources in Paje. Some women succeed in 
escaping this vicious circle of dependency and migrate to towns and find 
a job. Who are those women who migrate from Paje, how many of them 
are there, and what kind of jobs do they get? In order to find an answer 
on these questions, an attempt was made to compile an inventory of 
migrated women with the objective of tracing some of them to examine 
the above issues. 
Female migrants: an inventory 
It turned out to be difficult to estimate the number of women who had 
left the village. Composing a reliable list of migrated women proved to 
be a complicated job. Many young women have left to look for jobs and 
let their families know where they were going. When trying to trace 
these women, I discovered that quite a few had moved on to look for 
employment elsewhere. Some families did not know the whereabouts of 
their daughters, granddaughters, sisters or cousins. Sometimes they did 
not have accurate information regarding the type of work kind their 
migrated female relatives were involved in. There appeared to be an 
increasing alienation of migrated relatives from their families. In other 
cases it was impossible to find the women as they are known by 
nicknames, instead of by their real name.2 
Another handicap to locating migrated women are the slum areas 
like in Francistown. Street names and numbers are non-existent and 
when plot numbers do exist, these plot numbers are not known by the 
relatives. Women working as housemaids were frequently not mentioned 
as having a job, as these jobs have such a low financial return that they 
2
 The use of nicknames is common. Sometimes a person is known by different 
names in different places. Relatives and friends are not always familiar with these 
nicknames, especially when they live elsewhere. 
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are not considered 'real jobs' by their family members. Consequently, 
the figures presented here are merely indications of female migration 
and employment rather than actual numbers. 
Based on the information from head(wo)men of the eight wards in 
Paje and from relatives and friends I compiled a list of forty-seven 
migrated women.3 Twenty of these women work or live in Letlhakane 
(17) and Orapa (3), sites close to each other where two of the country's 
three diamond mines are located, about 200 kilometres to the north-east. 
The other twenty-seven women are dispersed over the country, but the 
majority are in towns like Gaborone (6), 340 kilometres to the south, 
Francistown (7), about 250 kilometres to the north and Selebi Pikwe (4), 
about 150 kilometres to the north-west (see fig.: 1). 
Less than one-third of these women have a job (14 out of 47). 
However, the women with jobs have rather secure jobs in the formal 
sector like wage clerk, prison warder, senior cashier, teacher, and 
cleaner in government institutes or industrial plants. Most married 
women are not employed and stay with their husband, sometimes 
brewing beer as in Paje. Young unemployed women stay for a while 
with relatives or friends, looking around for jobs, and eventually moving 
to other towns. 
These young women in particular have difficulties in finding 
steady work. Work as a housemaid is seen as a first step into the labour 
market, away from the village and with access to information about 
other more rewarding jobs. Wages are low for housemaids and working 
hours long; these jobs are not favoured and there is a high turnover. 
Jobs in offices or as a teacher or nurse are better paid, but the first are 
hard to obtain without proper qualifications, while the latter require 
special certificates. Although the educational level of women is 
increasing, vocational training is still limited and unemployment is on 
the increase, which makes it difficult to get access both to vocational 
training and to formal employment. 
' The number of forty-seven is probably much too low. When interviewing the 
women from the fifty households I came across several households where daughters 
and granddaughters had left to look for jobs; this was after the inventory was made. 
Hence it is almost impossible to make a reliable inventory, as young people 
especially are extremely mobile, going from one temporary job to the other and in 
the meantime spending a couple of weeks, or even months, with their family in Paje. 
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Why, where and how to find a job 
With the assistance of my interpreter, I succeeded in finding ten of the 
fourteen migrated and employed women. With the stories of some of 
these women I will illustrate their motives for migration, their chances 
on the labour market and their relations with the family members back 
home. 
Of the ten employed women I interviewed, the lives and 
backgrounds of two women differ substantially from the other eight 
women. Gloria is forty years old and married. Maria is thirty-four years 
old and about to marry with the father of some of her seven children, 
with whom she shares a compound in the village. Gloria and Maria both 
come from wealthy backgrounds. Both women are members of 
households with over 40 head of cattle and their husband and husband-
to-be have substantial additional sources of income to support their 
families. The other eight employed women are all younger, better 
educated, unmarried and receive no support from the father(s) of their 
children. All women with children, including the two 'exceptional' 
women have one aspect in common: they need an income to be able to 
raise their children and to pay for their education. 
Gloria went to live with her husband in Lctlhakane in 1982, where 
he works as a driver for De Beers Botswana (DBS), a mining company. 
They have six children, of whom one son is at university on a DBS 
scholarship. To pay the high expenses for the children, she found a job 
as cleaner with her husband's company in 1986, where she earns less 
than Ρ 200 per month. She has no chance of promotion as she has only 
standard 3.4 
Maria is not really migrated, since she commutes between Paje 
and Serowe, where she works as a shop assistant. She heard about 
vacancies and applied for the job to be able to support her children. She 
has worked for the same employer since 1985. She earns less than Ρ 200 
per month and her chance of finding a better job is also limited, as she 
only has standard 4. 
Both women employ a housemaid for Ρ 40 per month to look 
after the younger children. A hired man looks after the cattle at the 
cattle post. Gloria lives in a company house in Letlhakane, where they 
have to pay rent and utilities, in Paje she and her husband have two huts 
4
 This means that she has completed three years of education at a primary 
school. 
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and a brick house. They are extending the brick house for when they 
return to Paje after retirement. Still they judge their combined incomes 
insufficient to support all the children and have started a small kiosk 
selling basic groceries from their compound in Paje. Gloria hoped the 
shop would be profitable enough to allow her to quit her job at the 
mining company and to return to the village. As the business is not yet 
going well, she will have to continue working until retirement. A young 
girl currently runs the shop. 
Maria lives together with her husband-to-be in a compound which 
also has a brick house and two huts. The man is a moniti, a priest, and 
has a healing church. His income stems from his cattle and from 
patients, who are charged Ρ 25 or more for the healing services of the 
church. To summarize, both women have a reliable, though modest, 
independent income, share the responsibility for the household and the 
upbringing of their children with their partners and have influence on 
expenditures and investments. 
The other eight migrated women with jobs, who are all single and 
solely responsible for their children (except one young women of 18 
years old who, at the time of the interview, did not have any children) 
are in a different position. However, there is another characteristic all 
the migrated women with jobs have in common: they all come from 
households with cattle, though the number of cattle varies (from 10 to 
over 40). The educational level of the single women is rather high 
compared with that of the fifty non-migrated women in Paje (see chapter 
5). Four migrated women have standard 7, one has form 2 and three 
form 3. When reviewing the type of jobs they have, the women with 
secondary education tend to have better paid jobs, confirming the much 
held impression among the villagers of 'the more education the better 
chances on the labour market'. But this does not always work out well, 
as the story of Baledi illustrates. 
Baledi 
Baledi is 18 years old, is not married and has no children. She is the 
only child out of nine with secondary education. Two elder migrated 
brothers have a job and two elder unmarried sisters with children live 
at her parents compound, as do her four younger brothers who are still 
at school. Her father owns about 20 to 30 cattle. After obtaining her 
Junior Certificate she spent some time in the village, helping her 
mother. Since there was no harvest in 1989, she decided to try to find a 
job in Letlhakane. In March 1989 she moved in with a brother and went 
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looking for work. Eight months later she was employed as a cashier and 
barmaid at a roadside restaurant with a bar. Officially she worked 40 
hours a week. In reality she worked from 6 am to 11 pm, seven days a 
week, for a salary less than Ρ 300 per month. Apart from the long 
working hours and harassment from drunken men, she felt homesick and 
found it hard to organize her life without the support of close family 
members. Paying rent, sending money to her mother, and collecting 
firewood for cooking was difficult to manage, though the income was 
sufficient. Only three times a year, during public holidays, she was able 
to visit her family in Paje. She wanted to quit her job, to go back to the 
village and to apply for a teaching course at the Teachers Training 
College (TTC) in Serowe. 
I spoke with Baledi in Letlhakane in June 1990 and was not surprised to 
see her back in Paje in August of the same year. She had quit her job 
and was living with her parents again. Baledi was in a position to leave 
her job. Without children and with parents willing and capable of 
supporting her, she might have had the opportunity to attend the teachers 
course and to find a job as a teacher afterwards, considering the shortage 
of teachers in Botswana. However, when I met Baledi once more in 
1992, she had become an unwed mother. Due to her pregnancy she 
missed the opportunity to attend the teacher training course and, instead, 
was, like her two unmarried sisters with children, dependent on her 
parents for support. 
The other seven migrated single women are in a different position. 
All have children to take care of and depend fully on their incomes. 
They all have regular jobs in the formal sector except one woman of 30. 
Goitse 
Goitse is 30 years old and searched in 1984 for a job in Letlhakane 
without success. After a year of fruitless searching, she decided to start 
her own business in this large village. She started a shebeen, a pub on 
her own compound, selling the home-brewed beer boialwa. With the 
financial help of a friend she decided to sell chibuku. packed 
manufactured local beer, canned beer and clothes. She buys the goods 
from a wholesaler and sells them from her compound. In 1989 she 
obtained a license for her business. In 1990 she earned an income of 
about Ρ 250 per month. Goitse lives with her three children, and her 
unmarried sister with two children, in the compound where she has her 
business, enabling her to look after the children herself. In Paje she has 
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built a one room brick house in the compound of her parents, where she 
will return when old. Since her business is going well, she no longer 
wants a regular job. Instead she is looking for means to improve and 
extend her trade. From her income she supports her parents. 
Of the remaining six migrated women with jobs, five leave their 
children in the care of their mothers. The sixth woman looks after her 
teenage niece, who in tum cares for her children when she is absent. All 
women send fixed amounts to their mothers every month, although some 
have a very low salary, hardly enough to live from. Nevertheless, they 
still have to provide their mothers with sufficient income, since they are 
not able to take care of their children themselves, due to poor housing 
conditions and to the high cost of hiring a housemaid. Sometimes the 
grandmothers can hardly cope, as the story of Kgalalelo shows. She 
tried hard to become an entrepreneur like Goitse, by applying for 
government assistance, to be able to return to the village and to release 
her mother from the heavy burden of child care. 
Kgalalelo 
Kgalalelo is an unmarried mother of 30 years old with four children, 
who has a job with a construction company in Gaborone. Her four 
children stay with her old and weak mother in Paje. Kgalalelo is 
looking for employment in or near Paje, so that she will be able to look 
after her children herself. At the beginning of 1984 she went to 
Gaborone for the first time to look for a job. There she worked for two 
years as a laundrywoman until she became pregnant and had to quit. 
After her first child was born she found a job as a wage clerk for 
another year, until her next pregnancy. Up to then she lived with her 
boyfriend, the father of the children. When she could no longer afford 
the maid who looked after the children after her boyfriend deserted her, 
she moved back to Paje. However, she could not find employment near 
her home village and once again left for Gaborone in 1988. She found a 
job with a construction company with help from a friend and earned 
about Ρ 330 per month. She is also skilled in sewing and made dresses 
for customers in Gaborone during the evenings and weekends, to earn 
additional cash to support her mother and children. She tried to apply 
for the Financial Assistance Policy (FAP) in 1989 to start a small 
sewing business in Paje or Serowe. Officials dealing with this policy at 
the District Council put her off rudely. A year later she tried again after 
hearing that new officials were in charge. This time she left the office 
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with information on conditions, requirements and the application forms. 
As procedures take a while, it remains to be seen whether she will 
succeed in obtaining financial assistance for her own business.* In the 
meanwhile her children were not properly cared for and often ill. 
Kgalalelo was constantly worried and had considerable expenses both 
for transport from Gaborone to Paje and for medication for her mother 
and children. 
In 1992 Kgalalelo's situation had changed once more. I found her living 
in her own compound in the village. She had lost her job at the 
construction company. Her brothers did not want her to share the 
parental compound because of quarrels about financial issues, and 
because of her 'independent attitude*. Because of the incapability of her 
mother to look after her children any longer and the continuing 
arguments with her brothers, she had established her own independent 
household with her children in the village. The application for FAP was 
still under consideration. Kgalalelo hoped for a positive outcome, and 
planned to start a sewing business possibly in Paje, but more likely in 
Serowe, with its potentially more favourable clientele of administrative 
and commercial labourers. A business nearby would enable her to 
economise on transport and rent and to spend more money on the 
education of her children, since living conditions in rural areas are 
cheaper than in urban areas. 
The incomes of the women are low compared with the costs of 
living in urban areas, where rents are high. Only two women have an 
income exceeding Ρ 400 per month, one of them earns over Ρ 650. 
These are the women who have been successful, though remittances can 
eat up a substantial part of their incomes. The other women also send 
remittances home, sometimes from incredibly low salaries. How difficult 
it is to survive with a low salary in a town like Gaborone is illustrated 
by the story of two sisters, Molotwe and Garetse. 
5
 Whether she will be lucky enough to obtain a grant has still to be seen, but 
when an educated woman with experience in dealing with bureaucracy has so many 
difficulties, much will have to change before FAP has any meaning or impact for 
less experienced rural women. Kgalalelo was the only woman in Paje who knew 
about the policy. She had heard about the policy from friends in Gaborone. 
Consequently, there is no woman in Paje who can set an example for the others. 
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Molotwe and Garetse 
I met Molotwe on a winter afternoon in her tiny room in Gaborone. It 
was 1 pm, and she had just woken up: she was working night-shifts that 
week. Her room is situated in an unfinished building with three more 
rooms in the outskirts of the rapidly expanding capital. There are no 
doors or windows, and the walls are unpainted. With a corrugated iron 
roof as ceiling, held down with bricks to prevent it being blown away in 
a storm, it can be baking hot in summer time and ice cold during the 
winter. A sheet in the doorway offers some privacy, and plastic in front 
of the windows keeps the rain out. She has to pay Ρ 45 rent a month, 
almost one third of her salary. She sends another Ρ 50 to her mother, 
who looks after her two children. She is left with only Ρ 55 to live on, to 
pay for food and other daily necessities, to get to Paje every month 
(which costs about Ρ 10, one way) and to pay the bus fare to the city 
centre. Molotwe is 24, and has standard 7. Since 1988 she has worked 
in a textile factory, where she spins wool. Via a cousin, who lives with 
her parents in a fancy, five bedroom house with television, fridge, and 
expensive furniture, she heard about the job. She applied and got the 
job right away. With a salary of Ρ 150 per month, working six days a 
week, every week a different one of the three eight-hour shifts, it is 
difficult to cope, but in Paje she would be worse off. She does not 
understand her younger sister Garetse (22), who works at one of the 
ministries as a clerk and earns over Ρ 300 per month. Her sister is 
homesick and hates the hectic and expensive city life and longs for the 
peace and quiet of Paje, and for her child who also stays with their 
mother. Although it is difficult to manage, Molotwe prefers her life in 
town. She is looking for a better paying job, but unlike her sister she 
does not have her Junior Certificate, and so a better job is difficult to 
find. Here she has freedom and with her income she is at least able to 
support her children. 
In 1992 Garetse was still employed at the ministry, but Molotwe had left 
her job due to pregnancy and was living with her mother in Paje. 
When visiting Molotwe and her sister in Gaborone I met a 
'development expert' from Europe. The socio-economic gap between a 
motswana woman from a small village and an expatriate development 
expert with his family from a western country was striking when 
discussing the high housing rents in town the same afternoon. This 
recently arrived 'development expert' demanded at least a four bedroom 
house with study and large garden for his family. He complained about 
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the housing policy of his funding agency. Rents have risen sharply lately 
and the funding agency only reimbursed rents up to Ρ 3000 while the 
standard of house he expected cost Ρ 5000 per month. It was taken for 
granted by the 'development expert' that this amount of money should 
be paid. The circumstances in which most local town dwellers were 
living let alone of the majority of Batswana in rural areas were unknown 
to him. 
This example illustrates the tremendous gap between lifestyles, 
both between expatriates and poor Batswana, as well as between wealthy 
and less fortunate Batswana. Most Batswana have no funding agency. 
They go without subsidies, extra grants and pension schemes and they 
cannot take anything for granted, especially the unwed mothers. For the 
migrated women their jobs are a necessity to be able to support their 
children and to invest in their future. Their children are their pension 
schemes.6 But sometimes obligations towards other family members 
frustrate their own ambitions, as the story of Madikobe depicts. 
Madikobe 
Madikobe is 28, not married and has three young children, two sons 
and one daughter. She has had a well-paying job as prison warden 
since 1983, and is planning to build a brick house in Paje, where she 
has already acquired a plot of land. She has an elder sister who works 
as a clerk and who has almost finished her own three room brick house 
in the compound of her mother. Her mother is a widow, with six 
daughters and one son. One daughter and the son are married, 
Madikobe and her unwed working sister live elsewhere. The other three 
unwed daughters stay with their 16 children in the compound of the 
mother, who relies on her employed children, and on her cattle. The 
latter, though, are diminishing in number. She had already sold five 
head of cattle in the first half of 1990 to support her unmarried 
daughters and their children. Madikobe gives her mother and sisters 
about Ρ 200 per month from her salary of Ρ 425. In years with enough 
rain she receives some bags of sorghum in return, but this happens 
infrequently. She wants her sisters to find employment too and thinks 
6
 Only big companies and the government have pension schemes in Botswana, 
but most pensions are low and restricted to those persons with long term contracts 
and in high positions. Labourers do not receive a pension. Therefore both women 
and men depend on their children when old, but men are more likely than women to 
have started their own herd of cattle to live from. 
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about encouraging them financially to start their own business. The 
difficulty, however, is the sort of business to start which could be viable 
in Paje. When she is relieved of her commitments towards her mother 
and sisters, she will be able to save money for her own plans. Now she 
is living in a rent-free government house. When retired she will return 
to Paje, so she needs a house there for herself and her children. She 
also wants her children to receive a 'proper' education and to learn a 
skill. It took Madikobe three years of looking for jobs in Gaborone, 
before she trained to become a prison warden. It is obvious to her, that 
with only a Junior Certificate it is still hard to find employment. 
Therefore she wants her children to attend further education so they will 
find good jobs and properly provide for her when she is old. 
What all these seven women have in common is their ties with the 
family back home. They are not married, have children and none receive 
any support from the father(s) of the children. Most of them leave the 
children with their mothers and in return send considerable remittances 
of a third or more of their salaries. 
All of the women are planning to return to Paje after retirement. 
They realise that a job is a precious asset, offering prestige back home 
and opportunities for their children in the future. Life may be difficult to 
organise and hectic, nevertheless they all stress the importance of a 
regular job for improving their own and their children's lives. 
Moreover, a job offers more security than marriage. Most of them 
have little hope or confidence in marriage. Madikobe was the only one 
who sued the father of two of her children and demanded maintenance 
according to modem law. When he stopped paying once more she 
decided not to bother any longer and to care for her children alone. For 
these women it is obvious: one needs a regular job, which offers more 
security than marriage, and well educated children who will provide for 
them when old. 
Most women refer to the undesirable behaviour of men, their 
drunkenness, cruelty and unwillingness to pay maintenance. Moreover, 
successful unmarried mothers like Madikobe, who is able to raise her 
own children and to support her mother and sisters, provide young 
women with role models. Gulbrandsen also mentions the new role-model 
high-status unmarried mothers provide, such as female school teachers, 
who often belong to this category of women. He quotes some of them 
who stated that they prefer to stay single 'rather than being beaten by a 
foolish, illiterate husband' (1984:34). 
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From the above stories of migrated unwed mothers it has become 
evident that they are forced to look for employment in order to support 
their children. The experiences of the women also reveal the difficulties 
they encountered in searching for a job. They hear about jobs 
incidentally through relatives or friends, but generally they join the large 
army of unemployed young people searching for jobs. But what happens 
with the unwed mothers with children who stay in the village and who 
have no jobs? Are they still provided for by the father(s) of their 
children or by other family members? To what extent do traditional 
security systems still function for unmarried women with children, and 
is staying home a feasible option? 
6 J Unmarried mothers and daughters 
As stated in chapter 1 and 3, unmarried motherhood is on the increase in 
Botswana. Presently about 57% of all women with children in Botswana 
are unmarried. We leam from the stories of Baledi, Kgalalelo, Molotwe, 
Garetse and Madikobe that they are not supported by the father(s) of 
their children and that they either must try to earn an income for the 
upbringing of their children or find family members who will support 
them. The experiences of Baledi, Kgalalelo and Molotwe show that 
periods of dependence and independence can revolve around new 
pregnancies. As such, the parental family in the home village functions 
as a safety net. However, poverty and money disputes make the position 
of the unmarried mothers vulnerable in the household, especially if they 
are not able to contribute to the household expenses. 
In the process of betrothal and marriage the future husband should 
contribute to the maintenance of his wife-to-be and their offspring. If he 
fails to do so and a marriage is not expected, though, different systems 
of damage and maintenance payments can be applied, according either 
to customary law or through modem law, to secure support for 
unmarried mothers. Therefore it is important to assess to what extent 
women have access to these provisions and, thus, have some income to 
pay their expenses. 
According to customary law, damage and maintenance payments 
are more or less the same. In the old days the system of damages and 
maintenance to be paid by the father (or his family) of the child to the 
pregnant woman's family, guaranteed at least some economic 
compensation for the expenses of childrearing. The elders from the 
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woman's family would demand 'seduction payment' for a first born 
child, which both functioned as a punishment and as a maintenance 
provision. 
The family elders (rather than the couple involved) played a 
central role in negotiating the size of the payment, or in bringing the 
case to the attention of the customary court, if an agreement could not 
be reached. These payments were usually enforced when a first child 
was bom and resulted in the payment of a number of cattle. The cattle 
were held in trust by the father of the woman and were used to support 
the child, since cattle produce calves, which represent a repository for 
the future when well managed. 
This practice still exists, but cattle payments have often been 
replaced by payments in lump sums to the unwed mother herself. At the 
customary court of Paje the damage payment is fixed at 6 head of cattle 
or an amount of Ρ 480, equivalent to Ρ 80 per head of cattle. This 
amount of money does not represent the actual price of cattle at present. 
Depending on size, age and condition, a single cow can fetch between Ρ 
300 and Ρ 1200. Thus to be paid in cattle is much more profitable for 
the unmarried woman and their family. Due to their critical financial 
position, women more readily accept the lump sum instead of 
demanding the cattle, much to their disadvantage. 
Since 1970 unmarried women have also been able to demand 
maintenance for their children under modem statutory law, irrespective 
as to whether or not the child was first-bom. If a man refuses to pay for 
his offspring voluntarily, the woman can sue the father of the child 
through a magistrate's court within twelve months after the child's birth. 
If the court considers the case suitable, the father of the infant is 
summoned to pay a monthly amount, a maximum of Ρ 40. This 
maintenance payment can continue until the child is 21 years old. Since 
1977 a lump sum can be awarded, instead of the monthly instalments 
(Government of Botswana 1977). 
For women in Paje it means that they have to go to Serowe, 
where the magistrate's court is situated, to start the long-term trek 
through the bureaucracy. How many women make use of these 
opportunities? Are unmarried mothers who stay behind in the village 
still compensated for their offspring, either by damage or by 
maintenance payments? In order to answer these questions I return to 
the 50 households in Paje and the incidence of unmarried motherhood 
and the payment of damage and maintenance, both according to 
customary and modem law. 
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Unmarried daughters with children 
Of the fifty households nearly half, that is twenty-seven households, 
have grown-up daughters. Of these twenty-three households include 
unmarried daughters with children, indicating a high number of unwed 
mothers. The other households either have no daughters or have 
daughters who are too young to have children. In reality the number of 
unmarried mothers is even higher; Basupi, for instance, did not mention 
her unwed granddaughters, and Mamacuru did not mention her unwed 
daughters with children who live in town. Mamacuru told me that her 
two unmarried daughters have children, but she did not consider them to 
be real household members any longer since they lived in town, did not 
support her, looked after themselves and hardly came to visit her. The 
married daughter of Basupi, a widow who lives in the compound of her 
son-in-law, has unmarried daughters with children themselves, who all 
live in the same compound. 
I came across five households with four generations: mother, 
daughter, granddaughter and her offspring. When including the second 
generation of unwed mothers, the total number of households with 
unmarried mothers is twenty-seven. In table 6.1 the number of 
unmarried (grand)daughters with children belonging to the households of 
the fifty interviewed women is presented. 
Table 6.1 Households with number of children of unmarried 
(granddaughters and marital status of their (grand)mothers 
MARITAL STATUS NUMBER OF CHILDREN 
married 
widow 
unmarried 
total 
total 
21 
11 
18 
50 
0 
13 
4 
6 
23 
1 
3 
2 
4 
9 
2 
3 
2 
4 
9 
3 
1 
1 
3 
5 
4 
1 
1 
1 
3 
5 
1 
1 
1-5 
16 
18 
25 
59 
The total number of unmarried mothers in the twenty-seven households 
with unwed (grand)daughters with children is fifty-nine. Nine 
households include one unwed mother, nine households include two, 
five households three, three households four and one household five 
unwed mothers. The total number of children with dependant unwed 
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mothers per household ranges from one to eleven.7 Of these households 
the number of single women with unwed daughters with children is 
higher (12 out of 18; 66.5%) than the number of married women with 
unwed daughters (8 out of 21; 38%). 
The number of households including unwed mothers is high and 
will most probably increase in the future when the young 
(grand)daughters grow up. We have to keep this high number of unwed 
daughters with children in mind, when considering the economic 
position of single female heads of household. The larger number of 
unmarried (grand)daughters with children suggest a larger number of 
dependants to support, when they live at their natal compound and are 
not provided for by other means, such as maintenance payments. The 
substantial number of unwed daughters and granddaughters who are 
living in their mothers' compounds also indicates that the phenomenon 
of unmarried motherhood is more permanent. 
Damage and maintenance 
Looking at the twenty-seven households with unmarried mothers in Paje, 
the number of mothers who received damage payments according to 
customary law is very low. Damages, mostly in the form of a lump sum, 
were paid in only seven cases, in three households for one unwed 
mother and in two households for two unwed mothers. Maintenance is 
paid in six other households, for ten unwed mothers in total. However, 
maintenance refers here to the amounts of money the father(s) of the 
children pay(s) voluntarily to the mother(s) of their children, because 
they have an ongoing relationship or friendship. These payments can be 
monthly contributions in cash or irregular contributions in kind, such as 
food and clothing. Once the relationship ends, these payments and gifts 
stop too. 
In the remaining sixteen households damage has not been paid for 
any of the unmarried mothers, all of whom are unwed daughters of 
households headed by single women. In a few cases the daughters had 
7
 In the story of Madikobe I referred to a total of sixteen children of her three 
unwed sisters who live at her mother's compound. The household of Madikobe's 
mother is not part of the sample of the fifty households of Paje and, therefore, the 
number of infants of all unwed mothers in a specific household might even be 
higher than found among the fifty households. 
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received some form of support for a short period of time, but not on an 
arranged or on-going basis. As I described in the previous chapter, these 
households headed by single women are among the poorest of 
households. The high number of dependent daughters with children 
increase the difficulties of providing for all of them, which in tum 
intensifies their poverty. 
When asked why they did not demand damage payments from the 
fathers of the children through customary law, a variety of reasons were 
given, such as the absence of an elderly male in the household who 
could negotiate the case with the father's family or report the case at the 
kgotla. Others stated that they did not know where the father's family 
lived or that they felt so ashamed at having become pregnant from that 
particular man that they refrained from claiming damages. Unwillingness 
to be pressured by ex-boyfriends, fear of endless disputes, and fear for 
misfortune caused by witchcraft were other reasons for not demanding 
damage payments. All these reasons concerned the first bom child of an 
unwed mother, since most people considered the custom was restricted 
to first bom children. 
When looking into the number of civil court cases related to 
damage claims at the Paje kgotla, only four cases were registered during 
1990 and 1991. In two cases the men paid the amount demanded 
without trial, Ρ 400 and Ρ 1000 respectively. In the two other cases the 
court found the men guilty and they paid fines of Ρ 440 and Ρ 480. 
These four cases concerned the first child of an unwed mother. This low 
number of 'seduction' cases confirms my findings that many unwed 
mothers do not report their case to the court and, thus, do not receive 
damage payments. Moreover, it also indicates that damage payments 
according to customary law are still restricted to the first bom. 
The customary damage and maintenance practice is rarely used by 
unwed mothers; the new maintenance law is not used at all. None of the 
unwed mothers sued the fathers of their children and applied for 
maintenance specified through modem law. Most of the women do not 
know how the new law operates, some have not even heard of its 
existence. 
The low proportion of maintenance arrangements at the 
magistrate's court in Serowe also confirms the minimal use of these 
provisions by unwed mothers. In the period from January 1990 to April 
1992 a total of 224 requests for maintenance payments were made. Of 
these 224 requests, only 56 (25%) had been brought before the judge, of 
which 23 were dismissed. The remaining cases were still pending. This 
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means that only 33 requests were honoured, in which cases the men 
were summoned either to pay a lump sum or a monthly sum. Since the 
magistrate court in Serowe facilitates the whole of Central District, this 
number of settled cases is quite low. 
Among the 224 cases was only one claim of a woman from Paje, 
who had her case settled and had received Ρ 40 per month since the 
beginning of 1990. How long this regular payment will continue is 
questionable, considering the high incidence of defaulters. In her study 
on maintenance cases of extra-marital children among the Ngwaketse at 
the magistrate court of Kanye in the south of Botswana, Molokomme 
found that in less than a quarter of all cases the men paid in time, while 
almost two-thirds of the men were between four months and five years 
in arrears with payment. Prosecution of the defaulters was rare and 
given low priority (Molokomme 1992:267-269).* 
To summarize, of the fifty-nine unwed mothers, seven received 
damages and ten another form of support, but not legally arranged. It is 
questionable whether the support will be lasting and eventually result in 
marriage. These figures do not point to reliable economic security for an 
extended period. Forty-two unwed mothers did not receive any 
substantial form of support for their child(ren). This seems not only to 
confirm the statement of Kossoudji and Mueller on the weakening 
responsibility of men in assisting women with the upbringing of their 
offspring, but also indicates the weak role of the family in arranging 
damage and maintenance according to customary law (1983:834). It also 
indicates that most unwed mothers are not betrothed or otherwise linked 
to a future husband. 
This process is reinforced by the fact that many unwed mothers 
belong to female-headed households, and, thus, lack the authority of a 
male within the household to negotiate these matters either with the 
family of the father or in the customary court. Therefore the conclusion 
may be drawn that female-headed households have a lower status and, 
hence, less power to arrange damage and maintenance payments. But it 
also points to the diminishing impact of family support networks, and to 
the independent position of female-headed households, as male relatives 
are not involved in pursuing these cases. 
This high number of unmarried mothers who are not provided for 
should be kept in mind when considering the economic position of the 
8
 Women meet many obstacles in obtaining maintenance payments under modem 
law (see Government of Botswana/UNICEF 1989:212-215; Molokomme 1991). 
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households. The more unmarried mothers without any form of support 
within a single household, the more dependants to look after. Moreover, 
it also indicates differences within households when one mother gets 
support while her sisters go without it. 
When considering the number of household members and the 
types of households among the 50 households from Paje, all households 
with over ten members include unmarried daughters with children. 
Significant differences of income sources between households with and 
without unmarried daughters with children do not occur except, once 
more, among the households headed by single women. Nine (out of 12) 
single women without cattle have unwed daughters with their offspring 
as dependants. This implies that the socio-economic differentiation 
among the different types of households, according to marital status and 
economic indicators as presented in chapter S, could be extended when 
considering the number of dependent household members. 
I showed in chapter 5 that remittances sent by family members in 
wage labour are low or completely absent, indicating that the family 
support system is crumbling. The link of migrated family members with 
the home village is mostly restricted to occasional payments, except 
when migrated women leave children with their mothers. Other, mostly 
male, migrated household members invest in cattle or in housing. These 
investments are safeguards for their own future and not for the 
household in general. The low rate of enforcement of customary damage 
and maintenance payments also indicates a weak family support system. 
It is obvious that unwed mothers are not well provided for and become 
an extra burden on their parents. 
If they remain in the village, their fate is linked to crop cultiva-
tion. In the previous chapter it was indicated that this traditional 
women's contribution to the household is a high-risk undertaking with 
low returns. Does crop production still have a future for the next 
generations of higher educated women or are the rural areas increasingly 
becoming a homeland for the retired people, and for marginalised unwed 
mothers with lower education and no financial support? 
6.4 The future of crop agriculture 
Farming seems to be done by those unable to do anything 
else at the time: the old and the women primarily. My 
impression from the interviews, conversations and direct 
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observation is that younger women today are not as 
interested in farming as older people. Some seem reluctant 
to farm even when they have no immediate employment, 
arguing that the work is too hard and the returns too small -
a not altogether irrational feeling when one considers the 
amount of work required for a risky return. (Brown 
1980:10) 
In the late 1970s the lack of interest of young women in cultivation was 
already indicated, and it is hardly surprising that after a decade of 
recurrent droughts this interest has fallen even more. When looking at 
the yields in Paje over the last 10 years, I suggested that it is no longer 
opportune to include the agricultural activities on the fields as one of the 
factors of the rural socio-economic position. During the last decade 
women rarely completed the full agricultural cycle, and did not meet 
household food needs. 
Despite the minimum economic significance of crop production, 
the socio-cultural importance of this sector is still highly valued, 
especially among elderly women. When asked whether they would stop 
ploughing completely if they found a regular and secure income source, 
half of the women, especially the elderly, very resolutely stated they 
would never stop ploughing, since it is part of the culture. For young 
women, though, every opportunity to escape this unreliable source of 
subsistence seems welcome. They have experienced long periods of 
drought with no yields. Nevertheless, during years of abundance, even 
employed women will, when allowed, return to the lands to assist their 
female family members with harvesting, processing and storing of the 
crops in return for some bags of sorghum. However, in spite of its 
socio-cultural value, subsistence agriculture no longer functions as a 
subsistence source per se. It has become a replacement for other forms 
of income, in those rare years with abundant yields. 
In subsistence agriculture women are the main actors. One may 
speculate whether the emphasis on developing this unreliable sector 
through policies as ALDEP will possibly increase the marginalization of 
women. Based on research at the end of the 1970s, the government 
writes in its National Development Plan 1985-91 that reliance on crop 
cultivation alone is impossible as 90% of all households produced 
harvests that were insufficient to feed themselves (Government of 
Botswana 1985:20). In a study by the Bank of Botswana of 1985, 
figures are presented on the income sources of rural households. The 
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main source of income is waged labour (48.4%). The second source is 
livestock farming (28.4%). This is followed by income from self-
employment in other activities like beer brewing, hunting, traditional 
healing, pottery, building, carpentry, and the like (18.7%). In the last 
instance income is derived from crop production (4.5%). The figures are 
derived from a study conducted during a year of drought. But in a year 
with adequate rainfall the income from crop production can at most be 
tripled (Edwards et al. 1989:28-29).' 
Consequently, subsistence agriculture is a marginal economic 
activity, with decreasing impact on the household budget. Therefore it is 
not surprising to see young women avoiding working in the fields, 
taking whatever opportunity they can to escape this fate. But historically 
and ideologically, subsistence agriculture is still the main task of 
women, from which they derive their status and esteem. When other 
opportunities are lacking, they will remain struggling every year to raise 
some crops in this harsh climate. 
6.5 Independent and poor 
Glickman speculates that the low impact of subsistence agriculture on 
household income has negative consequences for the position of women 
and resulted in the declining stability of marriages. Addressing the 
question of changes in marriage patterns in relation to the low 
agricultural production, Glickman asks whether wage labour by women 
is a substitute for crop production and stabilizes family life, or provides 
women with the opportunity to be independent from male dominance in 
domestic life (1988:85). By asking this question he assumes both income 
sources to be of the same status. As indicated above, insufficient or even 
absent yields are common, indicating crop production as a risky source, 
while wage labour means a steady, more or less guaranteed, modest 
income. 
When looking at the women from Paje, Glickman's first option 
seems to be out of question. The migrated women with better paid jobs 
are all single. They succeeded in establishing an independent life, based 
9
 In the 1985/1986 Household Income and Expenditure Survey it is estimated 
that rural households produce only 38,2% of their food needs (Government of 
Botswana/UNICEF 1989:43). But here livestock production as well as crop 
production are included. 
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on a reliable job, but this did not bring them chances of a stable family 
life. Therefore, his second suggestion, women's independence from male 
dominance, seems to be the result of the economic changes. 
Other factors seem also to influence the instability of marriages, 
like the diminishing effectiveness of the family support system. Where 
women were the main food providers through subsistence cultivation in 
the past, and were restricted in their economic, social and political 
movements through control by male elders, these restrictions have 
largely disappeared. Women are still the main food providers, as such 
their role has not changed. However, the social and economic context 
has changed dramatically, male control has almost vanished and women 
are obliged to arrange their own social and economic affairs. But what 
kind of freedom does this economic independence offer to women? 
Those migrated, employed, single women with children are 
independent, compared to their fellow female villagers who are in 
similar personal circumstances. The latter lack access to regular income 
and are forced to stay in the parental compound until they are fortunate 
enough to start their own compound, except for the few unwed mothers 
who finally marry late. Migration and a job seem to offer women more 
social and economic chances. Other research also indicates the 
opportunities migration offers women to achieve some social freedom. 
In 1943 Schapera concluded that women who migrated to South Africa 
were mainly unmarried, preferring the freedom of life abroad to the 
irksome restrictions surrounding them if they remained at home 
(Schapera 1947:67). Izzard remarked about the migration of young 
women at the end of the 1970s: 
In towns young women are able to rent accommodation and 
in this way become the head of a dwelling unit. Had they 
remained in the rural areas, they may have stayed as 
household members, and not achieved the degree of social 
freedom (particularly from parental control) found amongst 
urban women...The option of returning to their parents' 
household or perhaps to that of a brother, may seem 
unattractive when compared to the greater "freedom" of the 
towns. The key to this freedom is the ability of women to 
support themselves by the earnings of their own labour. 
(Izzard 1982:700-701) 
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In a later article Izzard indicates that the typical female town migrant is 
young, single and a mother and emphasizes the economic imperative for 
migration in contrast with the primarily misconceived non-economic 
motive of freedom and luxury (1985:271). On the one hand migration of 
young women seems a deliberate strategy, to escape the restrictions 
imposed by traditional family and village life, while on the other hand it 
is out of sheer necessity to earn a living and to sustain their children. It 
is not just the desire for material goods and freedom that forces young 
women to look for work. 
On the contrary, in many instances unwed mothers lack economic 
support as well as social freedom. Unmarried mothers have to find ways 
to support themselves and their children, as a man's fulfilment of his 
responsibility for the upkeep of his offspring cannot be counted on. 
There seems to be no replacement of the old system of mutual help and 
sustenance, such as damage payments, resulting in growing 
individualism. Young fathers increasingly enjoy a prolonged youth as 
sanctions on their undependable behaviour are lacking or scarcely 
implemented as the low occurrence of damage payments and 
maintenance arrangements illustrate.10 
Consequently, there is a growing number of women 'compelled' 
to economic independence. The independent life of single women in the 
village is insecure, compared with that of single women with reliable 
jobs. The latter have found a way to escape the drudgery of life in the 
village and need family support only incidentally. In fact, they are the 
ones supporting their children and mothers. One can even wonder 
whether the conclusion of Gulbrandsen in his study of marriage 
strategies among the Bangwaketse in south-east Botswana still applies 
on a more general level (1984:37). He stated that women do not need to 
marry any more as they are supported first by their unmarried brothers 
and later by their own sons. Here the concept of male support once 
more obscures the actual intra-household relations and position of 
women. 
Although brothers and other family members might send 
remittances, as described in the previous chapter, these payments are 
10
 In this respect Timaeus and Graham point at possible new issues concerning 
support for the old in the future. They presume it most likely that a group of elderly 
men will emerge who have never been married and have no legitimate children 
(1989:37). I agree with Timaeus and Graham, and suggest that the group most at 
risk are men who have neither legitimate children, nor a herd of cattle to rely on in 
their old age. 
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irregular and are often merely symbolic rather than being actual 
substantial forms of support. The income sources of men are also very 
diverse and it can be asked as to whether men have sufficient incomes 
to support women. It is clear that unemployed men lack adequate 
resources to help support their children. They have to rely on relatives 
or the availability of odd jobs to earn some income. But many migrated 
employed men have a secure source of income and, thus, are able to 
support the mothers of their children. It was beyond the scope of my 
study to assess the income levels of migrated men of Paje, but it is 
described in many reports and studies that more men than women are 
employed and that they receive higher incomes (see e.g. Alexander 
1991:44-57). If a woman like Molotwe is able to send part of her 
meagre income to her mother for the upbringing of her children, most 
employed men would also be able to do so. But men often have girl 
friends in a serial fashion. They are fathers of children with different 
women and are reluctant to support all of them. Moreover, men are 
more likely to invest their money in building up a herd of cattle for later 
in their lives, when job opportunities will be limited. While working 
they will send money to those people left behind who look after their 
cattle (Molokomme 1991:91). The people looking after their cattle are 
mostly male relatives and other employed men. 
The migrated women from Paje are not supported by their 
brothers, on the contrary, they provide for themselves, send remittances 
to their mothers and, sometimes, sisters at home. As a result one can 
even speculate whether women are increasingly taking over this former 
ideal of male obligation of support, which has never really materialized, 
resulting in a further' reduction of male responsibility and a 
strengthening of the mother-daughter bond. In an economic sense these 
women do not need men any more, except as grown up sons with a 
good job, and even then grown up daughters seem to be more reliable. 
Still, the amounts of money they send are small, as indicated in the 
previous chapter in the discussion of remittances as an income source. 
For the less fortunate unwed mothers staying behind in the village 
the picture looks different. Single women have to compete economically 
(especially with beer brewing) and in finding a reliable boyfriend, 
willing to support them and eventually to marry. Many men have the 
money to 'buy' women for a period of time, very often to leave again 
when the responsibilities become too demanding. Hence marriage 
becomes an ideal that the majority of women aim for, but only a few 
can achieve. To become a female head of a household appears 
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increasingly the destiny of women, whether they remain in the village or 
migrate to towns. 
Here again is a parallel with groups of women in some Latin 
American regions. In the previous chapter I stated that female-headed 
households in certain regions of Latin America such as rural Dominican 
Republic and urban Jamaica are an expression of female adaption to life 
under poverty (Brown 1975; Bolles 1986). Moreover, I suggested that 
unmarried Botswana women also have adopted the multi-mate pattern 
above the ideal of single-mate partem to optimize their economic 
advantages. The findings in this chapter indicate that the options unwed 
women have such as crop production, migration or marriage, are rarely 
real options. Whether migrating or staying behind in the village, all 
these women are forced to cope with difficult circumstances almost 
exclusively on their own. Men are often passers-by, barely contributing 
and eventually escaping their responsibilities. 
But in contrast with the economic position of many men in certain 
Latin American regions, men in Botswana do not lack access to income 
sources to the same extent. Chant (1991) discusses several studies which 
deal with the phenomenon of female-headed households in Latin 
American cities. In contrast with Botswana, migration to Latin American 
cities by women due to lack of rural income sources seems to be more 
permanent than by men. The latter return on periodic basis to rural areas 
for seasonal work, with the result that a great number of sexual unions 
are both fragile and temporary, resulting in female-headed households in 
towns. In addition, she refers to other analyses which relate the failure 
of men to fulfil their expectations as provider and protector of the 
family unit (Chant 1991:20-23). In other words, due to scarcity of 
employment they have difficulty in fulfilling their normative role as 
breadwinner. 
I have described how in Botswana the migration of men is more 
permanent than that of women. But the link with the home village still 
remains for both men and women (cattle and a house for men and a 
house and children for women). Women have to rely even more on 
these links in the village because their mothers look after their children. 
Moreover, the normative role of men as a breadwinner has not really 
materialized in Botswana. In contrast, men have found new income 
sources and predominantly provide for themselves. These factors also 
contribute to unstable sexual unions and the growth of female-headed 
households. Here we also find an indication for a potential multi-mate 
partem of unmarried women. Since many men avoid their 
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'responsibilities', women cannot rely on them and seem increasingly to 
'use' men as an additional income source and, last but not least, as a 
provider of children, the pension schemes of women. 
In an earlier study in an Mexican city, Chant states that female-
headed households are often the outcome of a deliberate choice by 
women with low incomes (198S). She points out that this choice is tied 
to insecure economic circumstances. However, by incorporating female 
kin, such as in a three-generation households, these women attempt to 
overcome economic hardship. Moreover, she points to the greater 
stability and security of these households, as women are not dependent 
on the unreliable income from their husbands, and the absence of men 
means also the absence of hostility between men and women (Ibid. 
1985:624, 649). When looking into the Botswana situation, I came 
across three-generation households of female kin. However, based on 
my research it is difficult to say whether these households are 'stable' 
and 'secure'. In Botswana female-headed households seem to be bora 
both out of necessity and out of choice to avoid insecure economic 
situations caused by unreliable men. To answer the question as to 
whether these households offer their members stability and security 
needs further study of both rural and urban female-headed 
households." 
6.6 Concluding remarks 
In this chapter I have examined the options rural women have, and 
whether these are real options. Unwed mothers who stay behind are in a 
difficult economic situation, more so when belonging to a household 
headed by poor single women. These households have the most 
dependents to support, which indicates an even more disadvantaged 
position of a number of single female-heads of household than already 
pointed to in the previous chapter. These women not only seem to have 
an economic disadvantage but also an educational disadvantage, 
diminishing their chances on the labour market. They have no other 
choice than to stay in the village between periods of looking for jobs. 
" It is beyond the scope of this study to offer a detailed comparison of the 
position of female-headed households in both urban and rural Latin-American with 
those in Botswana. This might be an interesting topic for future research. 
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Of the migrated women I interviewed, those with reliable jobs all 
come from households with cattle. The better economic starting position 
of unwed mothers originating from households with cattle seems to 
enable them to gain more education and, thus, to equip them with more 
chances on the labour market and with the possibility to live a life with 
their children without men. Therefore, Izzard's statement that a migrated 
woman is young, a mother and single, can possibly be extended with the 
characteristic that she comes from a household with cattle if she has a 
well paid reliable job. The less fortunate unwed mothers belong to the 
large number of people in search of work, eventually moving from one 
low-paid job to the other, like housemaid, cleaner or shop assistant. 
Above it is argued that women increasingly provide for 
themselves and their offspring. As such they have more freedom, 
because of the diminishing social impact of the family system. This 
greater independence, though, is tied to feeble economic independence 
for the women staying behind. Instead, for most of them greater freedom 
means growing poverty, leading to greater dependence on welfare 
programmes and government aid. The future of migrated women is also 
not so bright. Another pregnancy can lead to dismissal and demands of 
family members for financial support and the high cost of living in 
urban areas can be stifling. The separation from their children and the 
reliance on their (grand)mothers can also be a heavy burden. 
While many men are prolonging their youth, women are taking 
care of the future generation on their own. The ideals of a husband and 
sons providing for the household does not correspond with the reality of 
many women. On the contrary, women increasingly provide for 
themselves, their mothers and their children. Despite their lack of socio-
cultural and political power to influence gender relations to the extent 
that men share in the upbringing of their children, women have the 
power (strength) to increasingly fulfil this task on their own. Hence, 
alongside the traditional patrilineal and patrilocal system, a matrilinear 
system has emerged, accompanied with a matrilocal settlement pattern in 
those households where unmarried mothers both provide for their 
mothers and establish a household near their mother's compound. 
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CHAPTER 7 
THE MYTHS UNRAVELLED: 
CONCLUSIONS AND IMPLICATIONS 
7.1 Introduction 
To understand the emergence and the scope of the phenomena of 
unmarried motherhood and female-headed households in Botswana, and 
to unravel the myths associated with both these phenomena and with 
family support networks, a historical analysis of gender relations has 
been made in this book. Throughout this study I state that the 
organization of production and reproduction changed fundamentally 
under the influence of Christianization, colonization, migration and, 
recently, industrialization. Norms and values, and customs and laws 
changed under the influence of Western Christian ideals and new 
economic options. At the ideological level traditional values of women 
as social minors prevail, whereas in practice women carry most 
responsibility for sustaining the society, both economically and socially. 
In the past, tribal custom dictated that all women should marry. 
Marriages were arranged, and unmarried women lived in their parental 
compound until the marriage process was completed. In marrying a 
woman moved from the care and guardianship of her father and his 
male relatives into the care and guardianship of her husband and his 
male relatives. This ideology, that marriage is a woman's destiny and 
that she always falls under the care and guardianship of male relatives, 
still prevails. 
The actual situation many women find themselves in differs 
substantially from this expressed ideal. In Botswana, where almost 50% 
of all households are headed by women and 57% of all women with 
children are unmarried, marriage seems to have lost its practical value. 
The phenomena of female-headed households and unmarried 
motherhood are the outcome of complicated processes of change. 
Changes took place both at the ideological level and at the material level 
due to interventions of missionaries, local rulers, colonizers, and the 
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Tswana themselves. It is these interacting processes of change that I 
have dealt with in this study. 
In this concluding chapter, I first reassess the theoretical 
perspectives which are referred to in this study in search of explanations 
for the emergence of these phenomena. I also consider the implications 
of my study for theoretical approaches. Secondly, I review the central 
question as to why Botswana has so many unmarried mothers and 
female heads of household. 
7.2 Theoretical implications 
In the introduction, the search for general theories of women is criticized 
for its generalizing and victimizing implications. Women as subjects of 
history and change are largely absent. Instead, women are presented as 
universal victims of similar worldwide processes. Lines of thought 
connected to the concepts of domestication and housewifization were 
considered, in attempting to explain the large number of unmarried 
mothers and poor female heads of households in Botswana. 
I abandoned both approaches because they leave little room for 
differences between women in time, place and cultural background. 
Moreover, I showed that concepts such as 'household' are insufficiently 
defined, as general patterns of the subjugation of women that are central 
in these analyses are based on western concepts and ideologies. Western 
ideologies of women as housewives and mothers, and the western-based 
process of capitalist development are taken as analytical starting points 
in many studies of the position of women. These weaknesses in these 
lines of thought make them vulnerable to ethnocentric and economistic 
assumptions, which overlook the position of women in their specific 
context. 
To analyze economic changes I used the framework of Guy, 
which carries the same economistic limitations. When considering Guy's 
model for pre-capitalist Botswana, I agreed with him that the central 
feature of society before the advent of Christianity and colonization 
differed substantially from the features introduced both by missionaries, 
traders and colonizers. 
He argues convincingly that the central characteristic of pre-
capitalist Tswana society was not the production of commodities and the 
accumulation of wealth, but the production of human beings for the 
survival of the community. Central to Guy's argument is the change in 
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the principle of the pre-capitalist Southern African societies, i.e. the 
transformation of the control of labour. In accordance with Guy's 
analysis I argued that women's subjugation in this region took a special 
form, and although it appeared that cattle were the central asset of 
wealth and status, cattle, which were owned by men, were just the 
means to obtain the central economic asset through marriage: women's 
labour and women's childbearing capacity. 
Cattle were the means to serve the main goal of pre-capitalist 
Southern African societies: the accumulation of people (rather than 
goods). With the introduction of commercial trade and wage labour the 
central feature became production for the market, aiming at the 
accumulation of goods instead of human beings. My historical analysis 
shows that this change in the economic basis was valid for the 
Bechuanaland Protectorate from 1886 to 1966 in general, and for the 
Bamangwato nation in particular. 
The control of labour changed hands under these new production 
relations, from the hands of married men into the hands of foreigners, 
who owned and controlled the conditions for accumulating wealth. 
Initially, the introduction of the plough at the end of the 19th century 
increased surplus production of grain products. Since men controlled 
women's labour, they also had access to the surplus production. This 
surplus production together with their access to cattle provided men with 
the means to accumulate wealth, whereas women had to rely 
increasingly on their husbands for access to cash. 
With men firmly in control of cattle and surplus production in the 
first half of the 20th century, commercial relations were men's domain, 
while women were responsible for subsistence production. Since 
Independence in 1966, with the cash economy almost fully developed, 
wage labour has finally replaced subsistence production as the societies 
central feature. Consequently, men's control of women has changed 
accordingly, from control of their labour into control of the products of 
their labour and finally into a weakening of this control, as women's 
labour lost its significance for men as a source of income. 
I argue that this transformation process could not have taken place 
without the joint effort of missionaries and chiefs who, in close 
collaboration, paved the way for the acceptance of new social norms and 
values. In Guy's analysis these ideological influences are almost absent; 
the analysis of the changes in the material base of Southern African 
societies is central. An analysis by the historian Parsons, of the historical 
process of change among the Bamangwato, suffers from similar 
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weaknesses. By contrast, the anthropologist Schapera studied the legal 
organization of the Tswana society and explicitly included the impact of 
changes introduced by Christianity on the Tswana society.1 
What all these authors have in common, though, is that they made 
either an economistic or a legalistic analysis, from which women as 
actors were absent. References to women are scarce or only reflect 
economic and legal interests in women in relation with men. The 
absence of women as subjects of change also applies to later studies, in 
which the position of women receives special attention. 
Women are studied in relation with problems in agricultural 
extension services (e.g. Bond 1974), or as objects undergoing influences 
of migration (e.g. Izzard 1982). Agricultural performance and effects of 
migration are the primary fields of concern of these respective studies, 
rather than women. 
In the studies on agriculture, poor female-headed households are 
'discovered' as having the most problems in performing their 
agricultural operations (especially ploughing) due to male absence. 
Consequently, the typologies of different households according to the 
sex and marital status of the household head, and the absence or 
presence of men were developed to explain this disadvantaged position 
of women in agriculture. 
In migration studies women have also not been studied as acting 
subjects in relation with their historically evolved socio-economic 
position. Instead, women appear as victims of the outcomes of 
migration, as in Schapera's study on migration (1947). Therefore, in 
most studies women appear as objects of change. 
I state in the introduction that it is necessary to pay attention to 
differences between women, to avoid the temptation to present Batswana 
women in terms of superficial stereotypes, such as 'housewives' and 
'marginalized women'. However, in chapter 1 I also mention how an 
endless series of new typologies of households such as female-headed 
households with or without a male present have to be avoided. 
'Similarities within difference' between women need to be researched in 
1
 We should keep in mind that changes in rules and customs have not been 
similar for all Tswana societies. Not all communities were influenced by Christianity 
to the same extent as the Bamangwato. Customs such as polygamy, brideprice and 
initiation rites still exist among certain Tswana societies, however in modified forms 
compared to the past. Moreover, discussions on the legal acceptance of practices 
such as polygamy continue to the present, also among the Bamangwato (see Report 
of the Law Reform Committee 1986:49-52;85-87). 
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order to make policies (or any form of action) viable for improving the 
position of women. 
In my study women themselves and the changes in gender 
relations are central. The critical analysis of household, and, thus, of the 
marriage system in its specific historical context seemed to be crucial to 
an understanding of changing gender relations and, thus, women's 
position, including their role in agriculture and migration. I argue that 
female-headed households and unmarried motherhood are not just an 
outcome of large-scale migration. 
I state that the household in Botswana is not a natural unit based 
on altruistic relations, but a unit of social organization of kin based on 
material and ideological interests. In pre-colonial Botswana, in 
particular, the household was founded on mutual socio-economic 
interests, and women and men had their own domains. These domains 
have changed over time to the extent that men first obtained a greater 
economic influence in the women's domain, and finally developed a 
new domain for themselves. For women the economic changes were less 
profound, they largely kept to their own economic domain, i.e 
subsistence agriculture. At the ideological level, though, changes were 
more profound for women. New values and norms introduced by 
western Christian ideology emphasized motherhood and women's 
domestic roles. As a result, the changes in the composition of 
households and in the family support networks have been more deeply 
felt by women. 
These family support networks are not hard to research, as Peters 
suggests. I have demonstrated that the household can be taken as a unit 
of analysis and that family support networks can be included in the 
research. I have done so by analyzing the changes in the material base 
of the Tswana society and their consequences for male and female 
economic roles. For the present situation I have done so by assessing the 
income sources of women, and by studying the links between migrated 
women and their relatives back home. Although the ties between 
migrated relatives in urban areas with the family in the home village 
may still exist, it proved to be questionable whether these ties are strong 
enough to guarantee the transfer of remittances and material support to 
the family back home. 
In my study this ideal of family members supporting each other, 
of fathers and sons providing for wives, mothers and daughters was not 
evident. These supposed economic relations between male and female 
family members were few and far between. The desired situation and 
208 
reality diverge. Many women are not provided for by men, especially 
female heads of household and unmarried mothers. This situation 
indicates competing ideologies. Most women, both married and 
unmarried have their own income sources. Old women still see 
themselves as relying on crop cultivation as their main subsistence 
source, while young women increasingly prefer other economic 
opportunities which guarantee that they can fulfil their role as food 
provider. Both groups of women stress their economic tasks. Moreover, 
they do not see themselves as social minors. On the contrary, they 
arrange their own social and economic life. Although they are hampered 
by ideologies which define them as minors, they increasingly do as they 
like, despite the conflicting demands of social minority as mothers and 
housewives, and economic superiority as food providers responsible for 
the next generation. 
Throughout the study it has become clear that there is a 
contradiction between ideology and reality for women. Although women 
have been, and still are, responsible for the maintenance of the 
household and have become increasingly economically independent, the 
prevailing ideology regarding the roles and tasks of women is 
contradictory. The idea of women as social minors who are embedded in 
a family support network and the ideals of marriage, and of men 
providing for their female relatives predominate. I have shown, however, 
that in spite of changing ideologies and economic circumstances, the 
social organization of society did not actually change extensively. 
Women have never been provided for by men; men, on the contrary, 
predominantly relied on the economic contribution made by women. 
This ideal of men providing for women and children mystifies actual 
gender relations. This became evident upon analysis of the effects of the 
alliance between missionaries and local rulers. 
The local rulers and the missionaries became allies because they 
needed each other for different interests. The missionaries' objective was 
to Christianize the Tswana and to 'raise' them from their 'savage' state, 
while the rulers wanted protection against external and internal threats. 
Khama, a vigorous ruler, was captivated by Christianity and used his 
power to reform the organization of his society both out of political and 
economic interests. The price that had to be paid by the community for 
this alliance was a far-reaching reorganization of domestic affairs. The 
virtually autocratic position of the chief, in combination with the 
political position acquired by the missionaries, proved to be powerful 
enough to enforce all the described changes, such as abolition of central 
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Tswana customs and laws related to marriage, expansion of trade, and 
introduction of wage labour. 
In fact, the ideology advocated by the missionaries and the 
interests of the rulers partly overlapped. Both considered women's 
procreative capacities as central. But the missionaries propagated a 
domestication of women based on western norms and values, whereas 
Tswana men relied on the labour of women. Hence, the economic 
perceptions of missionaries and Tswana men were not the same. Women 
were not housewives but food providers, men were not sole providers 
but dependent on women's and children's labour, and therefore 
procreation had a different significance in the Tswana context. Women 
and men needed each other to sustain society, to survive: men had the 
political power and women were the economic resource. 
I have shown in this study that a whole range of processes of 
change at both the ideological and economic level lay at the root of the 
phenomena of female-headed households and unmarried motherhood to 
the extent to which they presently occur. The ensuing interrelated 
changes in production and reproduction relations provide some 
explanations for why marriage lost its central regulating character, both 
economically and morally. I showed in chapter 3 that the phenomenon 
of unmarried motherhood was already widespread before the occurrence 
of large scale migration. Hence, economic changes alone cannot fully 
explain the change in norms, values and social practices. Changes in 
marriage rules and customs preceded fundamental economic changes. 
Changes at the ideological level emphasized the importance of 
marriage and women's roles as mothers and housewives and men's roles 
as income earners supporting their female kin. At the level of gender 
structure the sexual division of labour did not change. Women 
maintained responsibility for subsistence production, whereas men's 
participation in trade and wage labour gave them access to an 
independent economic life. As a result, the ideologies and the actual 
gender structure clash at the individual level. Women are still food 
providers, whereas men have been able to escape their economic role. 
The ideology of women as social minors survived but the ideology of 
domestication did not materialise, resulting in diverging interests of men 
and women, instead of political and economic interdependency between 
women and men as in the past. Due to the introduction of wage labour, 
men no longer need women as food providers to the same extent. 
Hence, changes at the ideological level and in both the reproductive and 
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productive sphere have their own dynamic, but they also have mutual 
reinforcing effects. 
By not assessing changing gender relations in their proper 
historical and cultural context, unmarried mothers and female-headed 
households appear as victims of processes of change. However, 
something else is at stake in the Botswana context. Men have found new 
economic interests, and no longer need women to the same extent that 
they did in the past. Women were looking for new opportunities too. 
The fact that subsistence agriculture has lost its economic significance is 
the source of the most fundamental change for women. 
The importance of children has also changed; in the past they 
were new labourers; currently they offer security for women, but not per 
definition for men as well. Ideologically motherhood and fatherhood are 
still important for women and men, but for many men the meaning of 
fatherhood rests in their reputation of virility rather than in the 
importance of social fatherhood. For women motherhood is both 
ideologically and socio-economically important. Although women have 
fewer children than in the past, they still prefer a large number of 
children for reasons of economic security. Women count on their 
children's income once they are old enough to work. In addition, 
children act as pension schemes for their mothers' old age. The interest 
of the community and of men in children as labourers has changed to 
individual interests, especially of women. The growing number of 
mothers, daughters and granddaughters who rely on and support each 
other is evidence of this shift. 
Consequently, the significance of women, men and children for 
the community as a whole changed. When looking at the central 
question of this study, this change in the position and value of women 
and children is structural. Different types of households and unmarried 
mothers are an outcome of these structural changes in the significance of 
women and children for the community. This does not mean that all 
women are in a similar position. On the contrary, young and old women, 
migrated women and women staying behind in the rural areas, and 
married and unmarried women have different socio-economic positions. 
Men, of course, also have different socio-economic positions, depending 
on age, marital status and access to income sources. These different 
positions of both women and men are based on a combination of ideas 
of gender relations and economic opportunities. 
In other words, these different positions do not just reflect changes 
in the material base of society. The relation between gender ideology, 
211 
gender relations and socio-economic change have had their mutually 
reinforcing effects. As a result, women seemed to become economically 
more dependent on men, whereas men could avoid their responsibilities 
to support women and children. Old ideologies proved to be stronger 
than the ideologies propagated by Christianity and western education. 
Men are still passers-by, as in the past, but they have lost their interest 
in controlling women. Women in tum lack the power to control men. 
However, many women have the strength and power to survive without 
husbands, as the many female-headed households demonstrate. Women 
are still food providers, but their economic domain has lost its potential. 
Consequently, women use all possible means for raising their children 
and for securing their subsistence, with and without men. As a result, 
the interest in controlling fertility in Botswana seems to have shifted 
from the hands of men into the hands of women. 
New economic circumstances favour men, but women have gained 
access to new opportunities too. This was apparent when examining the 
positions of women who stay behind and women who migrate. While 
young men prolong their youth, women are taking care of the future 
generation on their own. Many men have their own income sources, 
access to girl friends, and are no longer subject to family control. The 
ideals of a husband and sons providing for the household do not 
correspond with the real situation of most women. On the contrary, 
women provide for themselves, their mothers and their children, as in 
the past, but with more difficulties and less support. 
This study shows how important it is to define all the concepts 
that are central to the study of changing gender relations in their proper 
context. Concepts such as household, family, family support network, 
headship of household have specific connotations in the Botswana 
context. The impact of gender ideology on changing gender relations, 
the changes in the material base, the organization of production and 
reproduction, all have specific meaning and dynamics in a given context. 
The interaction between changes in the material base, gender ideologies 
and actual gender relations proved to be essential to understanding the 
present position of women. 
This implies that a more nuanced approach is needed to address 
women's subordination, development and gender issues. Emerging 
'grand theories' have not been able to include differences between 
women in different socio-economic, cultural and geographical contexts. I 
would, therefore, argue that a more modest scale is needed to identify 
women's problems. Broad issues such as race, class and culture and 
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more contextual issues like marital status, household composition, 
economic position and age have to be dealt with before one is able to 
identify common characteristics of change, whether through organization 
or development policies.2 
7.3 Poor and powerful 
It seems that a new situation has arisen for many women. The increasing 
numbers of female-headed households in Botswana find their roots in 
the whole range of historical and socio-economic factors, which have 
transformed gender relations in such a way that new household types 
have materialized. 
Unmarried women who stay behind in rural areas are establishing 
and managing their own independent households in increasing numbers, 
either as single mothers, or as divorcees, deserted women or widows. 
Women also have the option of migration, especially when young and 
educated, and to become economically independent and start their own 
household. 
The processes of change (which lasted about a century) analyzed 
in this study, have produced both a new category of households which 
includes almost half of all households in Botswana, and new categories 
of women. Women without men in Botswana cannot be considered a 
marginal group; they are not the exception to the rale. On the contrary, 
they are a factor that has to be taken seriously.3 They carry the burden 
2
 In her study of gender and development in Kerala, South India, Den Uyl 
(1993) studied both the processes of ideological and economic change and their 
consequences for gender relations. Her findings are very different from mine. 
Whereas control of sexuality by men and the significance of marriage has 
substantially increased in Kerala, we see the opposite for Bamangwato women. 
These opposite findings indicate the crucial importance of the social, economic and 
cultural context when studying changes in gender relations. Unfortunately it is 
beyond the scope of this study to compare the findings in more depth; this might be 
an interesting new project for further research. 
3
 In her study on 'women without men' in Algeria, Willy Jansen (1987) states 
that these women, who are a minority and hardly visible in society as economically 
independent income earners, are ideologically considered as merely an exception to 
the ideal gender role of women. As such, these 'women without men' are not 
viewed as being of central importance in changing gender positions. On the contrary, 
their position is perceived as being an exception to the rule, consolidating existing 
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for the future generation almost completely on their own, whereas many 
men have gained economic independence but cling to old patriarchal 
values. 
Following the historical analysis of change and considering the 
present situation many women fmd themselves in, it is hard to believe 
that female-headed households are not a structural phenomenon. 
Therefore, when returning to the three issues of Peters, outlined in 
chapter 1, the following conclusions may be drawn, based both on the 
historical analysis and the findings of my fieldwork. 
Peters stated that female-headed households have to be considered 
as a stage in the household development cycle; that intra and inter-
household relations and the functioning of the social security system 
make it problematic to take the household as a unit of analysis; and that 
socio-economic differentiation according to household type and, hence, 
poverty among female-headed households cannot be studied separately 
from these inter and intra-household relations. 
She makes a distinction between households headed by unmarried, 
widowed, separated and divorced women. According to Peters, 
households headed by unmarried mothers in particular are too easily 
seen as a female-headed household. She argues that unmarried women 
are often engaged to be married and, hence, in a specific stage of the 
marriage process. Accordingly, these women fall under the guardianship 
of their male relatives and cannot be considered as independent 
household heads. Instead, they are embedded in a family support 
network, even more so than other female heads of household. 
When addressing the question of whether female-headed 
households are a structural phenomenon, I would contend that the 
increase in the number of unmarried mothers points to an increase in 
female-headed households. This was confirmed when studying damage 
and maintenance payments, and the incidence of unmarried mothers 
becoming heads of household in Paje. Peters argument that female-
headed households follow a certain development cycle cannot be con-
firmed. On the contrary, the number of unmarried mothers who are not 
provided for by the father(s) of their child(ren) is high. The high number 
of single, de jure female heads of households also indicates that these 
gender relations. However, Jansen suggests that the daughters of these women might 
follow the example of their mothers. Moreover, in providing role models and new 
opportunities for women in general, they undermine existing gender relations. 
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types of households are a structural phenomenon, not merely a stage in a 
household development cycle. 
Moreover, the data from Paje indicate that dwelling units no 
longer consist of more than one separate household group. These 
findings indicate that households of unmarried women who occupy their 
own dwelling unit are independent households. The high number of 
unmarried mothers among the de jure female-headed households in Paje 
further supported this finding. 
When addressing the question as to whether family support 
networks provide a safety net, the weakness of this support system 
emerges. The increase of unmarried mothers who are not supported by 
male relatives or future husbands indicates a decline in the family 
support system. The assumption of a family support system is further 
subverted when studying other intra and inter-household relations. All 
households, whether headed by men or women, receive little or no 
income from remittances. The limited impact of remittances as a 
dependable source of income undermines the ideal of firm intra and 
inter-household relations. 
Migrated male relatives may build a house in their parental 
compound or on their own plot in the home village, to return to when 
retired. They may also invest in cattle, looked after at the family cattle 
post or in the village. This does not imply that they support the family 
or some household members, as these investments are safeguards for 
their own future. Therefore, I concluded that although links between 
relatives in the village and migrated family members exist, these 
relations are economically insubstantial. 
These changes in family support systems have also been assessed 
on a small scale by analyzing the situation of migrated women. Women 
who have migrated rely to a great extent on the assistance of their 
mothers to care for their children. However, most migrated daughters 
with good jobs come from more affluent backgrounds, i.e. households 
with cattle. The better economic starting position of unmarried mothers 
originating from households with cattle enables them to receive higher 
education and, therefore, equips them with better job opportunities and 
with the possibility to live a life with their children, without men. 
I also stated that women perform the tasks in crop cultivation 
mostly on their own, also in the years with abundant yields. Inter and 
intra-household support networks proved to be weak, and contribute only 
marginally to the household economy. As a result, most women have to 
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provide for themselves, without family support, and find themselves in 
poverty. 
Hence, when addressing the question as to whether female-headed 
households and poverty are interrelated, I found the connection with 
poverty in my research more striking than the functioning of family 
networks as a safety net. The correlation of female-headed households 
with poverty proved to be valid, particularly when examining different 
types of households. Economic differentiation between the female-
headed households exists, but wealthy female heads are the exception 
rather than the rule. Instead, there is a high number of unmarried women 
without cattle 'compelled' to economic independence, of whom the 
majority live in poverty, depending to a large extent on insecure income 
sources. Most female-headed households lack access to important 
resources such as cattle, labour and income from wage labour. 
Unmarried mothers who stay behind in the village are in a 
difficult economic situation, especially if they belong to a household 
headed by poor single women. These households have the most 
dependants to support. These women have not only an economic 
disadvantage, but also an educational one, diminishing their job 
opportunities. These less fortunate unmarried mothers are part of the 
large number of people who move around looking for jobs, eventually 
moving from one badly paid job to another, such as housemaid, cleaner 
or shop assistant. Mothers from poor households who care for their 
daughters' children can, therefore, in their rum, rely less on their 
daughters economically. This suggests a new poverty cycle of poor 
female-headed households, with daughters with less education and, thus, 
limited job opportunities. ' 
What many unwed mothers have in common, though, is that 
temporary liaisons often replace marriage. These affairs seem to offer 
women occasional economic support, as single women need financial 
means for raising their children and for establishing an independent 
household if they do not inherit the parental compound. This situation is 
different from the alleged concubinage reported by Schapera in the 
middle of this century. At that time, women could not establish their 
own independent household. At present unwed mothers seem to 'use' 
men as an additional temporary income source, supplementing a number 
of unstable income sources with yet another unreliable option. 
As referred to above, it was shown that most of the unmarried 
female heads of households who are without cattle and do not receive 
remittances, have dependent unmarried daughters with children. This 
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confirms not only the prevalence of poverty among households headed 
by single women, but it also suggests a growing number of dependants 
and the likelihood of this pattern reproducing itself. Here we see a 
matrilinear trend alongside the patrilinear trend, as in certain regions in 
Latin America. 
However, for the Botswana situation this matrilinear trend seems 
to differ from the Latin American situations. In Latin American regions 
female-headed households seem to be an expression of female 
adaptation to a life of severe poverty. Due to unemployment of men, 
women adopt a multiple-mate partem in a serial fashion to optimize 
their economic advantages, despite the ideal of the single partner pattern. 
In Botswana women also seem to have adopted the multi-mate pattern to 
cope with poverty. 
But most men in Botswana do not lack access to resources to the 
same extent as men in the Latin American studies. On the contrary, 
instead of relying on the labour of women, they rely largely on their 
own income sources. In fact, women and men have merely continued an 
existing pattern of male and female domains. In the past the lives of 
women and men differed to the extent that women were the main food 
providers, whereas men were the rulers and the political actors. With 
changes in production relations, these separate male and female spheres 
have changed in such a way that men have gained access to other 
income sources and have become less dependent on women as food 
providers. 
Women, on the other hand, are hampered in maintaining their 
main task because of the problems involved in subsistence agriculture. 
Although elderly women may still value subsistence agriculture as their 
main terrain, young women increasingly look for other options to carry 
out their role as food providers. They opt for migration and wage 
labour, not for marriage, since that does not provide them with 
economic security. Hence, in Botswana the phenomenon of female-
headed household is an expression of the continuation of an old practice: 
women continue as food providers for their offspring. To be able to 
maintain their household they seem to have adapted to the multi-mate 
pattern in order to cope with the poverty they are faced with, which led 
to the formation of new household types headed by women. 
While Peters was referring to a household development cycle, I 
would argue that we cannot speak of a single household development 
cycle. On the contrary, two different household development cycles 
operate alongside each other: the conventional but modified household 
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development cycle of an unmarried woman who chooses a husband and 
establishes a household with him; and a female-headed household 
development cycle, consisting of mother, daughter, granddaughter. The 
daughter and granddaughter might in due course establish their own 
independent household and continue this cycle. 
The position of migrated unmarried mothers who do not need 
marriage any more is typical of this trend. They refrain from marriage 
because they are unsupported by their brothers and sons, and by the 
fathers of their children, and largely economically independent, which 
also gives them some social independence. This is not the outcome of a 
consciously planned strategy, but the outcome of a combination of 
processes of change and human intervention, in this case female 
intervention, in order to be able to make a living for themselves and 
their offspring, as they used to in the past. Women had and have no 
other options than these, which guarantee the best chances for making a 
living. 
My findings undermine Peters' theory of the household 
development cycle and of the household headed by unmarried mothers 
as a stage in the marriage process. She warned against overlooking these 
family support networks, and subsequently incorrectly targeting 
development programmes to female-headed households. I have 
demonstrated that family support networks are barely operative, and that 
development programmes rarely reach their target groups. 
My research showed participation by the targeted women in the 
Arable Land Development Programme (ALDEP) to be minimal, and in 
the Financial Assistance Policy (FAP) to be non-existent, although both 
programmes include policies of affirmative action towards women and 
female-headed households in particular. Programmes such as the 
Drought Relief Programme (DR) and the Arable Rainfed Agricultural 
Programme (ARAP) are widely used. With their respective labour-
intensive work programmes and free access to facilities such as draught 
power and seeds, these programmes, however, just 'throw money at the 
problem', money poor rural people desperately need. Although, this 
money stops migration to towns and industrial areas on an even larger 
scale, it does not fundamentally address the problems in the rural areas. 
Hence, Peters' worries about the incorrect targeting of development 
programmes seems overstated, since they largely fail to reach women 
anyway. 
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In reviewing the answers to the central questions of this research, it is 
clear that there is no one exclusive cause which explains the high 
number of unmarried mothers and female heads of households. A whole 
complex of developments over a long period of time has transformed 
social and economic relations among the Bamangwato. The phenomenon 
of unmarried motherhood was already widespread before the occurrence 
of large-scale migration of men. Hence economic changes alone cannot 
fully explain the changes in norms, values and social practices. New 
income sources such as large-scale wage labour abroad did, however, 
accelerate these changes, indicating the multi-sided effects of both 
changes in the productive and reproductive sphere. The diminishing 
impact of subsistence agriculture, the decreasing social control of family 
elders and local rulers, and the confrontation with new educational 
systems and lifestyles, all these factors are relevant to answering the 
central question. 
Here it may suffice to conclude that the situation of women has 
changed less than one might expect. Women are still the major food 
providers, as they were in the past, and women value and raise their 
children, as they did in the past. But women have become socially and 
politically less dependent on men. As a matter of fact, the position of 
men has changed more fundamentally than the position of women. Men 
do not need women any more in an economic sense, as they used to do 
in the past, nor do men need to control women's labour and fertility any 
longer, they have developed their own independent income sources. 
Nevertheless, economically women have gained less than men, and here 
we find the origin for the need to address the economic situation of 
women. 
We can argue that in the past reciprocal family relations and 
mutual help were important values, essential to sustaining the 
community. These relations were established by marriage, and enforced 
by the family or village elders. In the present day, individual aspirations 
and material wealth are more highly valued. As a result, women have to 
compete economically when relying on insecure income sources, as well 
as socially when searching for a reliable partner who is willing to 
support and eventually to marry her. Hence, marriage has become an 
ideal that increasingly fewer women can achieve and afford. 
I have demonstrated in this study that women largely provide for 
themselves and their offspring (i.e. they are supported by other women: 
mothers looking after children, daughters sending remittances and 
investing in the education of their children). They are therefore both 
219 
poor and powerful, as they have the internal strength and capacity to 
carry on in difficult circumstances without male support. Hence the title 
of this book. As such they have more freedom, because of the 
diminishing social impact of the family system. This greater freedom, 
though, is tied to a fragile economic position. In reality the options 
women have for improving their position are few. For many of them 
greater 'freedom' means increasing poverty, eventually leading to a 
greater dependence on welfare programmes and government aid instead 
of a more autonomous life.4 
Therefore, I would contend that headship of household by women 
exists on a large scale. This should be recognized legally and socially. 
As long as women have a secondary legal status, both in customary and 
common law, and in Tswana society at large, women who are female 
heads of household will be seen as the exception to the rale, whereas in 
practice the rule seems to be the exception. 
4
 The implications for development policies which can be deduced from the 
findings in this study are briefly addressed in appendix Π. 
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APPENDIX I 
SELECTION CRITERIA 
SELECTION BOTSWANA: 
Involvement in former research in the region: 'The Women and 
Development Project in Swaziland' (Van Driel 1987). 
The high number of female-headed households in Botswana. 
The rapid economic development and the political stability. 
Existence of Women's Bureau and women's organizations. 
SELECTION OF CENTRAL DISTRICT: 
Minimum of research pressure (in the more densely populated and 
developed areas in the south this pressure was high). 
Population present in the district (major district with the most 
inhabitants). 
Distance to main economic centres in South Africa (the 
competition factor in the south and south-east is higher, which 
leaves less room for local initiatives on the economic level like 
income generating activities). 
Accessability of the region (the district is quite easy to reach in a 
vast country where public transport hardly exists). 
SELECTION OF THE SEROWE-PALAPYE SUB-DISTRICT: 
idem, see above. 
Central District is divided in 5 sub-districts, of which the Serowe-
Palapye sub-district has the largest population. 
Number of villages with a population between 1,000 and 2,000 
inhabitants. (According to the Census of 1981, 9 villages in the 
sub-district had a population between 1,000 and 2,000. Most 
villages have less inhabitants (21) and only Serowe and Palapye 
have over 2,000 inhabitants.) 
The choice for villages with a population between 1,000 and 
2,000 was made in order to be able to select a representative 
sample within the village. 
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SELECTION OF RESEARCH VILLAGE: PAJE: 
Population between 1,000 and 2,000. 
Presence of extension staff such as community development 
officer and agricultural demonstrator. 
Accessability. 
Permission from the Chief and kgotla. 
No other research going on. 
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APPENDIX Π 
POLICY IMPLICATIONS 
The impact of this study for development policies goes beyond the 
village and Central District. Many women in rural Botswana find 
themselves in similar situations of poverty, whether unmarried mother or 
female head of household. The implications of these findings for 
government policies are obvious. 
A major issue of concern should be rural employment, the creation of 
local jobs in particular, as MaDikeledi suggested in the introduction of 
this book. When considering the low participation in a programme like 
the Arable Land Development Programme (ALDEP) and the 
unfamiliarity with the Financial Assistance Policy (FAP), development 
programmes offer poor women no new options to improve their lives. 
Programmes like the Drought Relief Programme (DR) and the Arable 
Rainfed Agricultural Programme (ARAP), though, are widely used. With 
their labour intensive work programmes and free access to facilities like 
draught power and seeds, these programmes just 'throw money at the 
problem'. This does not, however, fundamentally address the causes of 
problems in rural areas. 
Secondly, women should receive proper information on development 
policies like FAP, and training to fulfil the criteria to apply for its 
schemes. The story of Kgalalelo in chapter 6 shows how troublesome 
lengthy application procedures are. One successful female entrepreneur 
in a village like Paje might serve as a role model for other young 
women. See also Morapedi & Jones-Dube (1988) on the evaluation of 
FAP, and Van Paassen (1993) on women and self employment. 
Thirdly, women, both married and unmarried, should obtain a legal 
position and a status of maturity, equal to men. Moreover, women 
should be properly informed of their rights, such as provisions of 
maintenance according to common law, and these laws should be 
implemented. It has been beyond the scope of this study to include more 
detailed analysis of women's legal position according to customary and 
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common law. I have only briefly dealt with the practise of damage and 
maintenance payments according to both laws. The research of 
Molokomme (1991) addresses this issue of unmarried mothers and their 
children extensively and includes constructive recommendations. See 
Molokomme (1985) for the working of both customary and common law 
and its implication for the legal status of women. See also the report of 
the Law Reform Committee (1986) and the discussions related to the 
position of women. 
Finally, headship of household by women should be recognized legally 
and socially. This issue is not addressed separately in the Botswana 
context. Discussions on the legal status of women apparently include 
this issue. However, more specific attention for this particular issue 
might also influence the ideological burden attached to the concept. As 
long as women have a secondary legal status, both in customary and 
common law, women who are female heads of household will retain 
their secondary status in Tswana society. 
224 
APPENDIX Ш 
ADDITIONAL TABLES 
Table 5.6 Educational level and age-group 
AGE-GROUP 
EDUCATION 
none 
standard 1-3 
standard 4-7 
total 
25-40 
3 
7 
7 
17 
41-60 
12 
6 
18 
60+ 
10 
5 
15 
total 
25 
18 
7 
50 
Table 5.6 shows that twenty-five women have had no education, 
eighteen women only some years of primary education and only seven 
women (all from the youngest age-group) some years of secondary 
education. 
Table 5.7 Marital status and cattle ownership 
OWNERSHIP OF CATTLE 
MARITAL 
STATUS 
married 
widow 
single 
total 
self 
2 
3 
2 
7 
self+ 
husband 
3 
3 
hus­
band 
9 
9 
self+ 
f.f.m 
1 
1 
self+ 
m.f.m 
1 
1 
other 
m.f.m 
1 
3 
4 
total 
15 
6 
4 
25 
self = interviewed woman 
f.f.m= female family member 
m.f.m= male family member 
Table 5.7 shows the distribution of cattle ownership among the twenty-
five households who own cattle. Seven women own cattle independently 
and five women share ownership with somebody else. Consequently, 
only twelve women have direct access to cattle. 
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Table 5.8 Cattle holding and numbers of bags of sorghum produced in 1988 
CATTLE 
BAGS OF SORGHUM 
none 
1-9 
10-29 
30+ 
total 
none 
9 
4 
9 
3 
25 
1 >20 
1 
4 
3 
5 
13 
>40 
1 
1 
3 
4 
9 
total 
12 
9 
16 
13 
50 
one bag = 50 kg. 
Table 5.8 indicates that twelve women had no agricultural yields in 
1988, of whom nine women come from households which have also no 
cattle. In contrast, only three women of the 25 households without cattle 
produced over thirty bags of sorghum during this season. 
Table 5.9 Family members in wage labour and cattle holding 
FAMILY MEMBERS IN 
WAGE LABOUR 
none 
1 
2 
3 + 
total 
CATTLE 
none 
14 
6 
4 
1 
25 
1 >20 
5 
3 
3 
1 
13 
20>40 
1 
2 
3 
>40 
2 
4 
2 
1 
9 
total 
22 
13 
11 
4 
50 
Table 5.9 shows the distribution of cattle and family members involved 
in wage labour over the fifty households. Fourteen households without 
cattle have no family members in wage labour. Only four households 
have three or more family members in wage labour. One of these four 
households has no cattle, two between one and twenty heads of cattle 
and one over forty heads of cattle. 
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Table 5.10 Income from beer brewing per month and cattle holding 
CATTLE 
INCOME FROM BEER BREWING 
none 
<P50 
>P50 
total 
none 
5 
10 
9 
24 
1>20 
2 
5 
5 
12 
20M0 
3 
3 
>40 
7 
1 
1 
9 
total 
17 
16 
15 
48* 
* of two households the income from beer brewing is unknown 
Table S.10 gives an indication of the income from beer brewing among 
the fifty women, correlated to cattle holding in their households. 
Nineteen women from households without cattle have an income from 
beer brewing, of whom ten earn less than Ρ SO per month and nine 
women over Ρ 50 per month. These amounts are gross figures. Of the 
women from households with over forty head of cattle only two women 
brew beer. 
Table S.ll Cattle holding and number of family members working in the 
labour intensive drought relief programme (DR) 
HOUSEHOLD MEMBER IN DR 
none 
1 person 
2 " 
3 " 
total 
participants 
CATTLE 
none 1>20 20>40 >40 total 
4 3 1 4 12 
12+1^=75 8+1^=9 1 =1 3=3 26 
5+l*=12 1 =2 1 =2 2 =4 10 
2 =6 2 
25 13 3 9 50 
31 11 3 7 
'= male household member; other members are all female 
Table 5.11 shows how many family members participated in the 
Drought Relief programme. Most participants (31) came from 
households who do not own cattle. However, of the households who 
own over forty head of cattle seven persons participated in the 
programme. 
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The interviewed women are grouped in the above table according to the head 
of the household they belong to. In the first column of each group can be seen 
whether the husband (c) or another male (d) (first group), or she herself (a) or 
another woman (b) is head of the household (second and third group). In the 
second and third columns of each group the size and ownership of the herd of 
cattle are presented and in the fourth column the occurrence of remittances. 
Table 5.13 The number of household members in female-headed households 
and male-headed households 
NUMBER OF HOUSEHOLD MEMBERS 
1-5 6-10 11-15 16-20 >20 total 
FEMALE-HEADED H. (28) 8 10 4 3 3 296 
MALE-HEADED H. (22) 5 12 3 2 187 
The size of the households vanes considerably. The mean number of 
members in female-headed households is 296:28=10.4. The mean 
number of members in male-headed households is 187:22=8.5. These 
figures indicate that on average female-headed households are bigger 
than male-headed households. 
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GLOSSARY OF SETSWANA TERMS 
badimo 
bafaladi 
bathlanka 
Batswana 
Bamangwato 
bogadi 
bogobc 
bojale 
bojalwa 
bogwera 
chibuku 
difaqane 
dikgosana 
kgadi 
kgosi 
kgotla 
leishô 
lolwapa 
mafisa 
malata 
merafe 
Modimo 
moniti 
mophato 
Ngwato 
patio 
Pula 
raíala 
shebeen 
ancestors 
immigrants 
commoners 
citizens of Botswana; singular: Motswana 
members of the ethnic group in central Botswana 
among whom the research was conducted 
brideprice in cattle delivered by a man's family to a 
woman's family 
porridge 
the rites of initiation into womanhood 
home-made sorghum beer 
the rites of initiation into manhood 
manufactured sorghum beer 
period of wars and disruption in the early nineteenth 
century in Southern Africa (also mfecane) 
nobles 
home-made fruit beer 
chief, king 
village council and court place 
fireplace 
compound (plur. malwapa) 
loan cattle 
serfs 
tribes, nations 
God 
priest, traditional healer, teacher 
age-regiment of men or women formed through 
initiation 
the Bamangwato nation 
marriage negotiations 
the national currency (literally: rain) 
period of living together 
alcohol outlet 
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DUTCH SUMMARY 
In Botswana staat aan bijna de helft van de huishoudens op het platte-
land een vrouw aan het hoofd. Ook is 57% van de vrouwen met kinde-
ren ongehuwd. Sommigen van hen zijn hoofd van een huishouden en 
anderen behoren tot het ouderlijke huis. Dat nu een groot aantal vrou-
wen ongehuwd moeder is en/of aan het hoofd van een huishouden staat, 
vormt een scherp contrast met de situatie aan het begin van deze eeuw. 
Toen waren hoofden van huishoudens per definitie mannen en was in 
Botswana het ongehuwd moeder zijn een groot taboe. 
In deze studie staat de vraag centraal waarom Botswana zo veel 
huishoudens met een vrouw aan het hoofd en zoveel ongehuwde moe-
ders telt. De komst van het christendom in het midden van de 19de 
eeuw en de kolonisatie aan het eind van die eeuw brachten nieuwe 
normen en waarden en nieuwe gebruiken en wetten, die de bestaande 
sociale en economische orde veranderden. Ideologische en economische 
veranderingen beïnvloedden de betekenis van huwelijk, familienetwerken 
en de betekenis van sekseverhoudingen. Maar hoe konden vrouwen als 
afhankelijke leden van een huishouden in zo'η groten getale hoofd van 
een huishouden worden? En waren vrouwen zo afhankelijk als wordt 
gesuggereerd? 
Door te laten zien hoe de sociaal-economische en politieke 
verhoudingen, de opvattingen over mannen en vrouwen en concrete 
'gender'rollen veranderen in Botswana, probeer ik inzichtelijk te maken 
waarom ongehuwd moederschap en huishoudens geleid door vrouwen op 
zo'η grote schaal voorkomen. 
In de inleiding van deze studie geef ik aan dat in Botswana veel van de 
huishoudens met een vrouw aan het hoofd tot de armste huishoudens 
behoren. De vrouwelijke hoofden van huishoudens, hetzij weduwen, 
gescheiden of verlaten vrouwen of ongehuwde moeders vertalen hun 
problemen hoofdzakelijk in sociale en economische termen. Vrouwen 
van de Bamangwato in Central District, de regio in Botswana waar dit 
onderzoek is uitgevoerd, wijten hun precaire positie aan een gebrek aan 
inkomstenbronnen en aan het uiteenvallen van familienetwerken, waar­
door zij economisch gezien geen tot weinig aanspraak kunnen maken op 
financiële ondersteuning. Met andere woorden, ingrijpende verande-
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ringen in de sociale en economische organisatie van de samenleving zijn 
volgens hen de kern van hun problemen. 
Om de centrale vraag van deze studie te kunnen beantwoorden 
formuleer ik een drietal sub-vragen. Deze vragen hebben betrekking op 
een analyse van de organisatie van 'gender'verhoudingen (de verhoudin-
gen tussen mannen en vrouwen) en van arbeid, seksualiteit en verwant-
schapsrelaties. De eerste vraag is hoe de organisatie van deze sociale 
verhoudingen eruit zag voor de komst van missionarissen en de Engelse 
overheersers (zie hoofdstuk 2). De volgende vraag is welke factoren die 
'gender'verhoudingen veranderden (zie hoofdstuk 3). De derde vraag, 
ten slotte is welke effecten deze veranderingen hebben op de positie van 
individuele vrouwen (zie hoofdstuk 4, 5 en 6). 
Het vertrekpunt wordt gevormd door algemene theorieën over 
vrouwenonderdrukking waarop ik kort inga en de bruikbaarheid van 
deze theorieën voor mijn onderzoek (Rogers 1980; von Werlhof 1984; 
Bennholdt-Thomsen 1985; Mies 1986). Ik bekritiseer de theoretische 
benaderingen die Westerse concepten als uitgangspunt nemen en tame-
lijk economisch georiënteerd zijn. Het Westerse, kapitalistische ontwik-
kelingsmodel wordt in die theorieën als uitgangspunt genomen en de 
positie van vrouwen in perifere landen wordt dan bekeken in het ver-
lengde van ontwikkelingen die door het Westen worden gedomineerd. 
Vrouwen verschijnen als universele passieve slachtoffers van modernise-
ringsprocessen en daarmee als een homogene categorie (zie ook Amos 
& Pannar 1984; Lazreg 1988; Mohanty 1991). Het gevolg is dat deze 
benaderingen de verschillen in posities van en gevolgen voor vrouwen 
onderbelicht laten. Bovendien hebben ze nauwelijks oog voor de eigen 
dynamiek en ontwikkeling van de betreffende samenlevingen. Dit laadt 
de verdenking van etnocentrisme op deze theorieën. Een laatste kritiek is 
dat vrouwen als objecten van verandering worden gezien en niet als 
handelende subjecten die een bijdrage leveren aan en invloed hebben op 
hun eigen leven (zie ook Harding 1986; Fraser & Nicholson 1990). 
Ik kies daarom voor een andere aanpak in dit onderzoek: ik neem 
de specifieke context van Botswana als beginpunt, de wijze waarop 
produktie en reproduktie zijn georganiseerd en seksualiteit en verwant-
schapsrelaties vorm krijgen in Botswana zelf. Het grote aantal huishou-
dens met een vrouw aan het hoofd en het grote aantal ongehuwde 
moeders vraagt om een historische analyse van de instituties huishouden, 
huwelijk en arbeidsverdeling naar sekse. De vraag op welke wijze 
'gender'relaties gestalte krijgen en veranderen door de tijd heen, is het 
vertrekpunt van mijn onderzoek. Hierbij neem ik zowel veranderingen 
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op het materiële vlak in beschouwing, veroorzaakt door de introductie 
van een markteconomie, als veranderingen op het immateriële vlak, 
zoals veranderingen in ideologieën, in de organisatie van de reproduktie 
en seksualiteit (zie ook Jansen 1987; Risseeuw 1988; Den Uyl 1992). 
In hoofdstuk 1 schets ik het theoretisch kader van het onderzoek. Ik 
presenteer eerst een aantal cijfers van het aantal ongehuwde moeders 
sinds het midden van de 20ste eeuw en van het aantal huishoudens 
geleid door een vrouw sinds het begin van de jaren zeventig. Om de 
centrale vraag van dit onderzoek te beantwoorden, te weten waarom in 
Botswana zoveel huishoudens geleid worden door vrouwen en waarom 
ongehuwd moederschap op zo'η grote schaal voorkomt, was het nodig 
de concepten 'huishouden', 'hoofd van een huishouden' en 'vrouwelijk 
hoofd van een huishouden' nader te bekijken. Vooral het concept 
'vrouwelijk hoofd van een huishouden' was in de jaren tachtig in Bots­
wana een onderwerp van discussie. Deze discussie concentreerde zich op 
de vraag of er wel gesproken kan worden van vrouwelijke hoofden van 
huishoudens. Peters (1983), bijvoorbeeld, betwijfelt of een huishouden 
geleid door een vrouw als een afzonderlijke eenheid van analyse geno­
men kan worden. Zij wijst met nadruk op de verschillende fases die bij 
huishoudens te zien zijn en beweert dat vooral ongehuwde vrouwen te 
gemakkelijk worden gedefinieerd als hoofd van een huishouden. Volgens 
haar is deze samenstelling van een huishouden slechts van tijdelijke 
aard, een bepaalde fase in het lange huwelijksproces. In aansluiting 
hierop suggereert Peters dat vrouwen ingebed zijn in een familienetwerk 
en dat armoede op het niveau van een huishouden moeilijk vast te 
stellen is. Volgens haar verdwijnen relaties die individuele leden van een 
huishouden daarbinnen en daarbuiten aangaan uit het gezichtsveld door 
het huishouden als analyse-eenheid te nemen. Andere auteurs wijzen 
echter op veranderingen in huishoudstructuren en wijzen op de specifie­
ke betekenis van het begrip huishouden en hoofd van het huishouden in 
de context van Botswana (Kossoudji & Mueller 1979; Kerven 1984; 
Brown 1989; Windhorst 1989). Of het huishouden als een eenheid van 
analyse kan worden genomen moet worden vastgesteld door een ant­
woord te geven op de vragen in welke mate huishoudens ingebed zijn in 
een familienetwerk en of er sprake is van uitgesproken fases in een 
'huishoudcyclus'. Aan de hand van het verzamelde empirische materiaal 
zal in deze studie een antwoord op deze vragen en op de bruikbaarheid 
van deze begrippen gegeven worden. 
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In dit hoofdstuk bespreek ik verder welke definities van huishou-
dens in sub-Sahara Afrika in het algemeen en in Botswana in het 
bijzonder gangbaar zijn (zie b.v. Guyer 1981; Guyer & Peters 1987; 
Murray 1987; Roberts 1991). De wijs hierbij op de specifieke betekenis 
van het fenomeen huishouden in Botswana en de consequenties voor de 
definitie die ik gebruik in mijn studie. Vervolgens geef ik aan dat de 
aandacht voor vrouwelijke hoofden van huishoudens heeft geleid tot 
positieve discriminatie in nationale ontwikkelingsprogramma's. 
In hoofdstuk 2 presenteer ik een historische analyse van de sociaal-
economische organisatie van de Tswana samenleving. Hier ga ik in op 
de organisatie van 'gender'verhoudingen en de sociaal-economische 
positie van vrouwen voor de komst van het christendom en het kolonia-
lisme. In veel studies van sociale en economische veranderingen wordt 
ervan uitgegaan dat de aan het kapitalisme ontleende drijfveer van 
accumulatie van rijkdom universeel is. In analyses van zuidelijk-Afri-
kaanse samenlevingen is deze benadering terug te vinden, maar het is de 
vraag of deze drijfveer wel zo universeel is. In mijn onderzoek maak ik 
gebruik van een theoretisch raamwerk van Guy (1987, 1990), die 
betoogt dat de centrale drijfveer van pre-kapitalistische samenlevingen in 
zuidelijk Afrika niet de accumulatie van rijkdom door middel van vee, 
maar de controle van arbeid was. In zuidelijk Afrika waar land commu-
naal bezit was, was toegang tot land (dat door mannen werd beheerd) 
geen probleem, maar was arbeid de cruciale factor om voort te bestaan 
en in de basisbehoeften te voorzien. Hij stelt dat de combinatie van de 
controle van arbeid, de ruil van vrouwen en de accumulatie van vee de 
basis vormen van deze centrale drijfveer. 
Vrouwen produceerden het basisvoedsel alsmede de nieuwe 
generatie arbeidskrachten. De ruil van vrouwen voor vee geeft de 
belangrijke economische betekenis van vrouwen aan voor een samenle-
ving (zie ook Boserup 1970). Vee, het bezit van mannen, deed dienst als 
ruilmiddel. En hoewel het lijkt dat de accumulatie van rijkdom in de 
vorm van vee de belangrijkste drijfveer was, was vee slechts het middel 
om toegang tot en controle over arbeid te reguleren. Het huwelijk was 
het belangrijkste instituut om arbeidskracht te verwerven. Door middel 
van de bruidsprijs ging de controle over vrouwelijke produktieve en 
reproduktieve arbeid volledig over naar het nieuwe huishouden waartoe 
de vrouw ging behoren. Het huwelijk was dus ook het middel om de 
vruchtbaarheid van vrouwen te controleren; alle kinderen die een vrouw 
baarde, behoorden toe aan haar echtgenoot ongeacht wie de natuurlijke 
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vader was. Na zijn overlijden bleef deze controle over vrouwelijke 
vruchtbaarheid bestaan, omdat een mannelijke verwant van de overlede-
ne de rol als echtgenoot overnam en alle kinderen die uit deze relatie 
werden geboren werden beschouwd als de nakomelingen van de overle-
den echtgenoot. 
Samengevat: vrouwen waren de belangrijkste arbeidskrachten en produ-
centen van nieuwe arbeidskrachten. Via het huwelijksproces werden 
nieuwe huishoudens gevormd, met een strikte arbeidsdeling: vrouwen 
deden het werk, mannen reguleerden dat werk en waren verantwoorde-
lijk voor het politieke leven. Vee was het middel van mannen om de 
arbeid van vrouwen te reguleren door middel van het huwelijk. 
In hoofdstuk 3 analyseer ik hoe door de introductie van christelijke 
waarden en normen en door de introductie van een geldeconomie, eerst 
door middel van handel en vervolgens door middel van loonarbeid, een 
verschuiving in sociaal-economische verhoudingen plaatsvond. De 
introductie van de ploeg gaf mannen toegang tot het domein van vrou-
wen. Vee werd tot handelswaar en daarmee een eigen bron van inkom-
sten voor mannen. Loonarbeid maakte mannen verder onafhankelijk van 
de arbeid van vrouwen en de subsistentielandbouw verloor steeds meer 
haar centrale plaats. Maar niet alleen op het materiële terrein vonden 
veranderingen plaats. Onder invloed van het christendom deed een 
nieuwe ideologie zijn intrede, die van de man als kostwinner en de 
vrouw als moeder en huisvrouw. Lokale leiders en missionarissen sloten 
een politieke alliantie. Belangrijke gebruiken en gewoontes die de 
sociale organisatie van arbeid en sekse-verhoudingen door middel van 
het huwelijk reguleerden werden afgeschaft. Initiatieriten, bruidsprijs en 
polygamie werden verboden en jaargroepen van vrouwen en mannen 
werden afgeschaft. Dit verminderde de regulerende macht van mannen 
ten aanzien van de organisatie van vruchtbaarheid en arbeid van vrou-
wen. 
Migratie wordt vaak gezien als een van de hoofdoorzaken van het 
vóórkomen van ongehuwd moederschap en het ontstaan van onvolledige 
huishoudens (Bond 1974; Kerven 1979; Brown 1980, 1983; Izzard 
1982). De geef aan dat migratie naar de mijnen in Zuid-Afrika in de 
jaren veertig in omvang toenam. Dit verstoorde de getalsmatige verhou-
ding tussen mannen en vrouwen. Als gevolg van het gebrek aan mannen 
en van het wegvallen van sociale controlemechanismen ontstond een 
grote categorie ongehuwde moeders. Het instituut huwelijk verloor zijn 
economisch en moreel regulerende werking. Echter, voordat er sprake 
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was van grootschalige migratie kwam ongehuwd moederschap reeds in 
significante aantallen voor. Aan het begin van de jaren veertig bedroeg 
het aantal ongehuwde moeders al éénvijfde van de vrouwen met kinde-
ren (Schapera 1947). Echter, ongehuwde vrouwen hadden geen legale 
status, zij vielen nog altijd onder de jurisdictie van de mannelijke 
hoofden van huishoudens. Pas met de onafhankelijkheid in 1966 veran-
derde de legale status van ongehuwde moeders. Vrouwen kregen kies-
recht, zelfstandig toegang tot land, konden politieke posities bekleden en 
onafhankelijk huishoudens stichten. 
In hoofdstuk 4 schets ik een beeld van het dagelijkse leven van mannen 
en vrouwen zoals het er tegenwoordig uitziet. Ik beschrijf een doorsnee 
dag in Paje, het dorp aan de rand van de Kalahari woestijn in Botswana 
waar ik het grootste deel van het empirische onderzoek heb uitgevoerd. 
Ik geef aan hoe vrouwen en mannen leven, wat hun dagelijkse activitei-
ten en inkomstenbronnen zijn en welke voorzieningen het dorp heeft. 
Vervolgens geef ik een overzicht van de geschiedenis en de ontwikke-
ling van het dorp, de politieke en bestuurlijke organisatie en de bevol-
kingsopbouw. De seks-ratio van 1,4:1 (1442 vrouwen op 1000 mannen) 
en de leeftijdsopbouw (50% van de inwoners is onder de 15 jaar oud) 
geven aan dat vrouwen en kinderen de overgrote meerderheid van de 
dorpsbevolking uitmaken. Ter afsluiting van dit hoofdstuk ga ik in op de 
betekenis van religie en gezondheidszorg in het dagelijkse leven en 
schets ik de grote afhankelijkheid van overheidssteun. 
In hoofdstuk 5 presenteer ik de resultaten van mijn onderzoek onder 50 
huishoudens (20% van het totaal) in Paje. Hier ga ik in op het al dan 
niet cyclische karakter van huishoudens met een vrouw aan het hoofd, 
de economische positie van huishoudens naar huwelijkse staat en sekse 
van het hoofd van het huishouden en de betekenis van familienetwerken. 
Op basis van mijn gegevens concludeer ik in dit hoofdstuk dat het 
legitiem is huishoudens als eenheid van onderzoek te nemen en dat 
huishoudens met een vrouw aan het hoofd onafhankelijke eenheden zijn. 
Meer dan de helft van de vrouwelijke hoofden van huishoudens zijn 
ongehuwde moeders. De meeste van deze vrouwen bevinden zich niet in 
een bepaalde fase van het huwelijksproces en hebben alle hoop op een 
huwelijk opgegeven. 
Tevens concludeer ik op basis van de inkomstenbronnen van 
huishoudens dat huishoudens met ongehuwde moeders aan het hoofd 
armer zijn dan andere huishoudens. Ik geef aan dat deze bevinding 
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wordt versterkt als naast de inkomstenbronnen, de grootte van het 
huishouden in acht wordt genomen. Huishoudens met een vrouw aan het 
hoofd zijn gemiddeld groter, tellen over het algemeen meer ongehuwde 
dochters en kleindochters met kinderen dan huishoudens met een man 
aan het hoofd. 
De gegevens uit Paje bevestigen tevens dat de voedselproduktie, 
het oorspronkelijke terrein van vrouwen, haar centrale economische 
plaats heeft verloren. Lange periodes van droogte en veronachtzaming 
van de landbouwsector hebben de rol van vrouwen als voedselproducen-
te uitgehold. Oudere vrouwen ontlenen echter status en prestige aan deze 
rol en benadrukken het belang van hun agrarische activiteiten. Jongere 
vrouwen daarentegen zoeken in toenemende mate naar andere inkom-
stenbronnen omdat zij hun taak als voedselproducente anders niet in 
voldoende mate kunnen vervullen. 
Een andere belangrijke uitkomst is dat familienetwerken in 
economische zin (in de vorm van arbeid en financiën) nog nauwelijks 
betekenis hebben. Ook bereiken de overheidsprogramma's die positieve 
discriminatie in hun beleid bevatten vrouwen niet of nauwelijks. Vrou-
wen hebben daarentegen wel op grote schaal gebruik gemaakt van de 
werkgelegenheidsprogramma's die erop gericht waren de grootste 
financiële problemen, veroorzaakt door een langdurige periode van 
droogte in de jaren tachtig, te lenigen. Vooral vrouwen uit huishoudens 
zonder vee en ongehuwde vrouwen die lid zijn van meer welvarende 
huishoudens participeerden in deze programma's. Deze deelname van 
ongehuwde vrouwen uit rijkere huishoudens wijst op verschillen in 
economische positie binnen huishoudens. Tenslotte geef ik aan dat zich 
een nieuwe 'huishoudcyclus' lijkt te ontwikkelen, die van moeder-
dochter-kleindochter. 
In hoofdstuk 6 wordt de ontwikkeling van een nieuwe 'huishoudcyclus' 
en het afbrokkelen van de betekenis van het familienetwerk verder 
onderbouwd. Uit interviews met vrouwen die het dorp verlaten hebben 
voor een betaalde baan in de stad blijkt dat zij bijna allemaal ongehuw-
de moeders zijn en alleen hun kinderen groot brengen. Door middel van 
financiële ondersteuning aan hun moeders in het dorp bekostigen zij de 
opvang van hun kinderen in het dorp. De meesten hebben de hoop op 
een huwelijk met een partner die bijdraagt aan de opvoeding van de 
kinderen opgegeven. 
Dat ongehuwde moeders nauwelijks ondersteund worden door de 
vaders van hun kinderen en afhankelijk zijn van magere inkomstenbron-
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nen of ten laste komen van hun directe familieleden blijkt uit een 
analyse van twee in Botswana bestaande vormen van schadevergoeding 
en alimentatie voor ongehuwde moeders. Deze analyse versterkt de in 
hoofdstuk 5 voorlopig getrokken conclusie dat voor veel vrouwen het 
huwelijk nog een ideaal is dat in de werkelijkheid slechts voor weinigen 
is weggelegd. In Botswana lijkt zich een nieuw patroon te ontwikkelen, 
van ongehuwde moeders die serieel partners hebben, een verschijnsel dat 
bekend is uit Latijns Amerika en het Caribisch gebied. In Botswana is 
echter niet het gebrek aan werk voor mannen een belangrijke oorzaak 
van dit verschijnsel, maar eerder het wegvallen van familienetwerken en 
van de sociale controle. In het bijzonder lijken de verschillende belangen 
van mannen en vrouwen hier debet aan te zijn. In Botswana spelen 
opvattingen van mannen over vrouwen een belangrijke rol. Hier is geen 
sprake van een traditie van het delen van inkomsten, die zijn voor 
mannen en vrouwen economisch altijd relatief gescheiden geweest. Veel 
vrouwen prefereren dan ook een zelfstandig bestaan onder povere 
omstandigheden boven een huwelijk met een onbetrouwbare partner. Een 
huwelijk is immers geen garantie voor een betere economische positie. 
In hoofdstuk 7, het slothoofdstuk van deze studie, ga ik in op de 
conflicterende werking van ideologieën, veranderingen in materiële 
omstandigheden en de betekenis hiervan voor huwelijk en huishouden. 
Ik geef aan dat het cruciaal is begrippen, zoals huishouden, huwelijk en 
arbeidsverdeling naar sekse, in hun specifieke sociaal-culturele context te 
duiden. Terugkomend op de centrale vraag van het onderzoek conclu-
deer ik dat er niet één speciale oorzaak is aan te wijzen zoals migratie 
of verandering van de positie van de subsistentielandbouw, waarom 
Botswana thans zoveel huishoudens telt met aan het hoofd een vrouw. 
Een hele reeks van historische veranderingen ligt hieraan ten grondslag. 
Deze veranderingen zijn zowel ideologisch en materieel van aard en 
hebben elkaar versterkt. Ik betoog dat ideologisch gezien de opvattingen 
van missionarissen en lokale leiders over man-vrouw verhoudingen 
samenvielen, maar dat deze economisch gezien verschilden. In het 
verleden waren mannen grotendeels afhankelijk van de arbeid van 
vrouwen en kinderen, maar na kerstening en kolonisatie hebben zij de 
cruciale rol van vrouwen binnen huishoudens niet overgenomen. Inte-
gendeel, tegenwoordig hebben mannen hun eigen inkomstenbronnen die 
zij meestal niet voor een huishouden aanwenden. 
Ik concludeer dan ook dat huishoudens met een vrouw aan het 
hoofd een verschijnsel zijn dat een voortzetting is van het oude patroon, 
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van vrouwen als belangrijke opvoedsters en kostwinsters. Bovendien 
concludeer ik dat huishoudens met een vrouw aan het hoofd over het 
algemeen armer zijn dan huishoudens met een man aan het hoofd en dat 
familienetwerken eerder mythe dan werkelijkheid zijn. Tevens betoog ik 
dat er in Botswana niet meer gesproken kan worden van één 'huishoud-
cyclus'. Naast de gewijzigde conventionele cyclus volgens de mannelijke 
lijn, heeft zich een nieuwe cyclus ontwikkeld in de vrouwelijke lijn, 
namelijk die van moeder, dochter, kleindochter. Deze matrilineaire trend 
is niet slechts het resultaat van veranderingen die vrouwen in deze 
richting hebben gemanoeuvreerd, maar ook het resultaat van een keuze 
van vrouwen. In toenemende mate kiezen vrouwen voor een leven 
zonder mannen en gaan voort op een weg die zij reeds van oudsher 
begaan, namelijk die van kostwinster en opvoedster van de toekomstige 
generatie. 
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Currently about half of the households in rural Botswana are headed by 
unmarried, widowed, divorced or separated women. Fifty-seven percent of 
all women with children are unmarried, of whom some are heads of 
households while others are still member of their parental household. The 
large number of female heads of households and unmarried mothers 
contrasts sharply with the situation in former times, when headship of 
households was restricted to men, and unmarried motherhood was highly 
tabooed and heavily sanctioned. 
This study deals with the question as to why Botswana has so many 
unmarried mothers and female-headed households. The arrival of 
Christianity in the middle of the 19th century, followed by colonization by the 
British at the end of the century, brought new norms and values and new 
customs and laws, and changed existing social and economic orders. 
Changes at the economic and ideological level transformed the meaning of 
marriage and kinship support networks. But how could women as promi-
nent dependent household members have become female heads of 
households in such large numbers? And were women as dependent as has 
been suggested? By studying gender ideology, concrete gender roles and 
socio-economic change in their historical socio-cultural context, this study 
assesses explanations f orthe emergence of both female-headed households 
and unmarried motherhood on such a large scale. 
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the Third World Centre, the Centre for Women's Studies, the Missiology 
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